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Although it is frequently suggested that the idea of celebrity, as opposed to fame, 

is a construct of twentieth-century popular culture, many of the originating mechanisms 

and characteristics of modern celebrity have their roots in the more distant past. In 

France, the Industrial Revolution and the resulting mechanization of the media in the 

early to mid-nineteenth century fostered the processes of publicity. The invention of 

photography, the explosion in circulation of newspapers, and the emergence of cultural 

criticism gave rise to a new sense of both the importance and the relatability of people in 

the public eye.  

Elisa Rachel Félix (1821-1858), known professionally as “Rachel,” was the 

undisputed star of the French state theater, the Comédie-Française, from 1838 until 

shortly before her death. She was in many ways the first exemplar of the tropes of 

celebrity in French popular culture. Not only was she greatly admired for her talent in 

performance, especially in the classical tragic repertoire of the Golden Age of French 

playwriting, but she was also a pioneer in what Tom Mole has called “the hermeneutic of 

intimacy,” the perception on the part of the public that the accessibility of images of the 

performer creates connection and sympathy between artist and audience.  



 vi 

This dissertation will explore the varieties of media through which Rachel’s 

career and life were publicized and the competing currents of her celebrity identity: the 

star understood as an exceptional woman versus her identification with her public as 

someone “like them.” Depictions of Rachel in traditional arts, such as sculpture and 

painting, competed with her portrayal in such modern media as photographs, newspaper 

columns and caricatures, either enhancing her closeness to her fans or emphasizing her 

fundamental difference..  

The image of celebrity which Rachel helped to create endured after her premature 

death and contributed mightily to a foundational shift in the emphasis of media culture in 

France. Coinciding as it did with the heyday of Romanticism and the rise of realism in 

the arts, the cult of celebrity, I argue, contributed in significant and largely overlooked 

ways to the death of the tragic genre.  
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Introduction 

 In his influential work The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, Daniel 

Boorstin situates the shift from a focus on “greatness” to one on celebrity at the onset of 

the twentieth century and the rise of the movie industry:  

Of the subjects of biographical articles appearing in the Saturday Evening Post 

and the now-defunct Collier’s in five sample years between 1901 and 1914, 74 

per cent came from politics, business, and the professions. But after about 1922 

well over half of them came from the world of entertainment. […] Some analysts 

say the shift is primarily the sign of a new focus of popular attention away from 

production and toward consumption. But this is oversubtle.  

  

A simpler explanation is that the machinery of information has brought into being 

a new substitute for the hero, who is the celebrity, and whose main characteristic 

is well-knownness. In the democracy of pseudo-events, anyone can become a 

celebrity, if only he can get into the news and stay there.
1
 

 

Boorstin is not alone in his historical positioning of the rise of celebrity, construed as 

something one is rather than something one has or does, alongside the appearance of the 

highly visual mass culture of the twentieth century. It is certainly true that with the 

invention of motion pictures, the widespread dissemination of images exploded around 

the world; not only did movies, and later television and the internet, become a principal 

means of occupying the increasing amounts of leisure time available to members of the 

middle class, but the film industry also spawned a concurrent rise in the publication of 

related media. Anyone browsing through the display of magazines in a supermarket 

checkout line in the United States today is confronted with the faces, bodies, and personal 

narratives of dozens of celebrities at a time, most of them movie and television stars. 

                                                           
1
 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1964), 

59-60. 
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 However, the origins of many of the technological advances associated with the 

phenomenon of celebrity in the modern world are in fact located farther back in history. 

Boorstin himself (writing in an exclusively American context) cites the mid-nineteenth-

century origins of what he refers to as the “Graphic Revolution”:  

Man’s ability to make, preserve, transmit, and disseminate precise images – 

images of print, of men and landscapes and events, of the voices of men and mobs 

– now grew at a fantastic pace. The increased speed of printing was itself 

revolutionary. Still more revolutionary were the new techniques for making direct 

images of nature. Photography was destined soon to give printed matter itself a 

secondary role. (13) 

 

The development of a widely-circulated press, the invention of photography and, later, 

sound recording and motion pictures all brought more efficient methods for the spread of 

information, opinion and renown.  

In her introduction to a recent special issue of the International Journal of 

Cultural Studies devoted to the evolution of the idea of celebrity, Elizabeth Barry 

suggests,  

The central assumption that [this] issue [of the journal] wants to challenge is that 

‘first basic assumption’ of Richard Schickel’s that ‘there was no such thing as 

celebrity prior to the beginning of the twentieth century.’ In fact, its offerings 

largely eschew the celebrity that is a cultural phenomenon in its own right – the 

contemporary industry, fed by the lubricious complicity of reality television, 

magazine publishing and internet gossip. They reflect instead the incursion of 

celebrity into every area of public life: science, sports, the arts, politics and the 

monarchy.
2
 

 

Barry’s formulation – which is borne out by the articles in “Celebrity, Cultural 

Production and Public Life” – contradicts Boorstin’s supposition. While the technological 

                                                           
2
 Elizabeth Barry, “Celebrity, Cultural Production and Public Life,” International Journal of Cultural 

Studies, 11.3 (2008), 252. 



3 
 

apparatus of fame continues to increase in complexity and accessibility, celebrity itself 

has in fact existed in one form or another for at least two hundred years.  

 In my dissertation I intend to examine the emergence of some of the important 

tropes of modern celebrity and their spead in nineteenth-century French popular culture 

through a focus on the professional life of a single actress. I contend that the career and 

public reception of Elisa Rachel Felix (1821-1858), known by her stage name of Rachel 

tout court, signales a tectonic shift in the construction of artistic identity and fame in the 

public sphere. Though her career as the leading tragedienne of the French state theater, 

the Comédie-Française, was cut short by her early death at the age of 37, she was 

enormously influential both in France and outside it. She toured extensively, giving 

widely appreciated performances in England, Italy, Russia, Belgium, Germany, Poland, 

and the Americas, and during her lifetime, was the first female stage performer to be 

recognized as an international star – a term whose meaning and origin I will discuss in 

Chapter 1.  

 Rachel’s career was unique in that she was optimally positioned, both in time and 

place, to take advantage of the new engines of publicity which appeared during the 

Industrial Revolution. She, and those who promoted her, had access to technologies 

which would have been unthinkable a generation earlier, and she was among the first to 

explore the possibilities they offered. In most cases, her assays were profitable; in a few, 

they were disastrous. She engaged in efforts to manage and disseminate her own image to 

an extent that would previously have been impossible, through print (the first regular 

theater critics began producing their newspaper columns early in her professional life) 

and images (with the invention and, soon after, the industrialization of photography). Her 
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attempts to maintain control of her image were ultimately futile. However, even these 

failures are instructive for the student of history and popular culture.  

 This dissertation does not attempt to present a comprehensive biography of 

Rachel. Rather, it is an effort to examine the traces of her relationship with the media 

and, through them, with her public, both contemporary and posthumous, and to 

extrapolate from them an understanding of the origins of twenty-first-century Western 

notions of celebrity. Actors and especially actresses before her had experienced the loss 

of control that comes with entry into the public sphere; however, Rachel did so on a scale 

which dwarfed the challenges faced by her predecessors. Her relationship with the 

nascent mass media of industrialized France led to the development of a new kind of 

renown, which embodied the essential tensions between exceptionalism – her perceived 

uniqueness, born of talent, training and taste – and commonality, stemming from her 

origins as a poor, uneducated outsider in her country and its high culture. Elizabeth Barry 

summarizes this tension, which is essential to the conception of celebrity as opposed to 

fame, as follows: 

Celebrity culture is ideologically bound up with the condition of global capitalism 

in which, as Richard Dyer puts it, ‘individuals are seen to determine society’. 

Whether this is read as being a world of ‘triumphant individualism’, or an 

alienated society in which individuals are ‘battered by the anonymity of society’, 

the individual remains ‘separate, irreducible and unique’ (Dyer, 1987: 87). Our 

behaviour appears to be guided, then, not by social institutions or doctrines, but 

by the example of individuals who are seen as both like and magically unlike 

ourselves. (251; emphasis mine)  

 

Rachel’s celebrity, along these lines, can be typified by two competing visions. In the 

first, she is an artist, appreciated by her audiences for her intelligence, her talent, and the 

uniqueness of her performances. In the second, she is a supreme marketer of herself, 
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parlaying her visibility into economic profit. Her career enompassed both these 

dynamics. As a result, her public and her critics found her a consistently discomfiting 

subject.  

 In the pages to follow, I will focus on how Rachel’s portrayal in the media played 

(and still plays) into these two competing currents of celebrity identity. Some of the ways 

in which information about her was circulated emphasized her exceptionalism, both as an 

artist and as a woman who refused to conform to societal norms. Others created an 

ultimately false, but still very persuasive, impression of familiarity between the actress 

and her public. The newspapers, photographs, paintings and sculptures of Rachel 

produced during her life and after her death frequently fostered belief in a level of access 

to the star instantly recognizable to many modern consumers of celebrity culture: just as 

we might believe we know or understand the motivations and feelings of a popular 

performer or athlete, so too did her audiences feel a manufactured intimacy with Rachel. 

Theatergoers of mid-nineteenth-century Paris (and the many foreign cities she visited on 

tour) took an unprecedented interest in her offstage life as well as her onstage 

performance. Contemporary criticism and caricature, in particular, assumed a certain 

familiarity with her private behavior and her “real” character on the part of readers. 

Paired with the economic focus of celebrity – the understanding that the business of the 

star is self-promotion – this interest generates support for the idea that the admired 

performer is in truth very like the members of her audience, except that she is more 

successful. Conversely, the new emphasis on souvenirs in contemporary French 

consumer culture, especially captured images of the star such as cartes de visite, theater 

programs, or press clippings (all of which were collected by Rachel’s fans), underlines 
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her difference, the ways in which her success and artistry are unattainable and indeed 

irreproducible, even in their infinite commodification.  

 The first chapter of the present work consists of an examination of one particular 

type of print publicity: biography. Through an examination of the many different 

approaches that have been applied to the telling of Rachel’s story, we gain an insight not 

only into the details of her career and her personal life, but also into the ways in which 

her many biographers have inflected or absorbed the competing currents of celebrity 

identity. Rachel has been the subject of literally dozens of biographies. Through changes 

in emphasis from one account of her life to another, the tensions between exceptionalism 

and commonality are brought to the fore, along with the question of how we know (or if 

we can know) the “real” woman. 

 The second chapter deals with portrayals of the actress in what might be termed 

the traditional or historic media of painting and sculpture. Because of the timing of her 

birth, Rachel was professionally active at a time of profound upheaval in the media; she 

was at once a candidate for what Fulya Ertem has termed “honorific portraiture,” and a 

subject of souvenir photographs and newspaper caricatures.
3
 This chapter will look at 

depictions of her in the context of these more static media, limited as print and 

photography are not by their anchoring in space. Of particular interest is the relatively 

frequent appropriation of Rachel’s image as a metonymy for Tragedy in general; in the 

academic, highly finished works of artists such as Jean-Léon Gérôme and Eugène 

Amaury-Duval, the actress becomes an allegorical figure – a style which was already 

                                                           
3
 Fulya Ertem, “The Pose in Early Portrait Photography: Questioning Attempts to Appropriate the Past,” 

Image & Narrative, VII.1 (July 2006), n.p. 
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outdated at the time they were painted, and a conscious reinforcement of the association 

between the classical roles for which she was best known and the antiquity to which they 

hearken.  

 The third chapter is a discussion of the relationship between Rachel’s career and 

the new media of her time: the newspaper (including the emerging specialty of theater 

criticism and the more established practice of caricature) and photography. Her 

prominence in the French capital beginning in 1838, when she became a sociétaire (or 

salaried member) of the company of the Comédie-Française, led to the circumstance of 

her becoming one of the first non-royal personages to be frequently, even compulsively, 

photographed. With the development of inexpensive technological processes for the 

reproduction of photos, pictures of her performing her well-known roles became 

collectors’ items. Such images were featured in books and publicity even during her 

lifetime. The circulation of these images, along with reproductions of her painted 

portraits, led to a degree of familiarity with her appearance and her work on the part of 

the public which would have been impossible for earlier actresses. Even people who had 

never seen the inside of a theater could identify pictures of Rachel and recognize her 

caricatures in the press; her image became a recognizable brand in a manner which 

prefigured modern constructions of celebrity.  

 Finally, my conclusion examines the implications of the industrialization of the 

press not only for the individual performer (both Rachel and her successors), but for the 

continued functioning of tragedy as a theatrical genre. The “death of tragedy” in French 

theater toward the end of the nineteenth century has been widely remarked; generally it is 

linked with the emergence of Romanticism, realism and decadence in the arts. While 
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these movements and the forms they championed were certainly influential in the demise 

of the tragic genre, the media’s interposition of itself between producers and consumers 

of mass culture was, I will argue, an equal contributor to the hostile environment. 

Tragedy, simply put, could not survive the invention of celebrity. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Stardom, Genius, and the Practice of Biography 

 

A star is a performer on a public stage whose image, produced through the 

available media, appeals to and fascinates a mass audience. To qualify as a star, 

the scale of celebrity must be such that the performer’s name and image are 

familiar not just to those within their specialised field (for example, film 

enthusiasts, sports fans, intellectuals), but to the general public.
4
   

John Gaffney and Diana Holmes’ definition of stardom is formulated in the context of 

their examination of the phenomenon in the mid-twentieth century, but is equally useful 

when discussing celebrity at its origins in the early 1800s. The pivotal moment for this 

concept in Western popular culture is largely centered around the careers of two French 

actors: François-Joseph Talma (1763-1826), leading tragedian of the Comédie-Française 

during the upheaval accompanying the Revolution of 1789, the Directoire and the 

Napoleonic Empire, and Elisa (or Elisabeth) Rachel Félix (1821-1858), called Rachel, 

chief performer of the same national company a generation later, from 1838 until her 

death. Talma’s career was unique in that it was the first in which the performer became 

an object of popular fascination even when he was not performing. Yet it was Rachel 

who pushed the nascent phenomenon of “stardom” to unprecedented heights and, as I 

will argue in the pages to follow,  the actress carried the fascination of the star to a much 

greater extent for several reasons: she was a woman (and therefore objectified in ways a 

man generally is not); she was perceived as an outsider in France because she was 

Jewish, from a poor background, insisted on emphasizing these differences, and was 

                                                           
4
 John Gaffney and Diana Holmes, Stardom in Postwar France (New York: Berghahn Books, 2007), 7. 
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possibly not even a native speaker of French; and – most importantly – her career 

happened to fall at an historical moment in which the invention of photography, the 

popularization of the daily newspaper, and the appearance of professional arts criticism 

all coincided. As a result, her career was the first to be promoted by something akin to a 

modern media structure – making her at once more accessible and more readily 

mythologized than any previous performer.  

 Thus Rachel’s career and the reactions to her life and work in French media and 

culture afford a unique opportunity to explore the development of stardom at a moment 

very near its origin. My purpose in this study is to examine the evolution of common 

tropes of celebrity – especially female celebrity – through the lens of Rachel’s career and 

its aftermath as echoed through the rest of the nineteenth century. Although she is little-

known today outside of the purview of nineteenth-century French studies, Rachel’s 

influence on our understanding of stardom is difficult to overstate, as will become clear 

through my analysis.  

An examination of Rachel’s career necessarily begins with her biography. Elisa 

(or Elisabeth) Rachel Félix, known throughout her professional life by her first name 

only, was born in late February of 1821 in a roadside inn in the village of Mumph (also 

spelled Munf), Switzerland; she died in 1858 in Le Cannet, near Cannes, France. 

Between these dates she lived a life remarkable for its energy, productivity, and breaking 

of barriers, through her career as the greatest female star of the French stage. She was  

born the second daughter of a family of itinerant Jewish peddlers and began her 

professional life as a street performer, singing with her sister Sarah for passersby in 

Lyons, where her family had settled. She was “discovered” there by a musician, Etienne 
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Choron, who went home to meet her father and encouraged him to move the family to 

Paris in 1831. Once in the city, she began her formal education (along with Sarah) at 

Choron’s school.
5
 Four years later, Rachel was taken into the Conservatoire de Musique 

et de Déclamation, the school of the Comédie-Française, at the age of fourteen. She soon 

left, however, and instead performed at the Théâtre du Gymnase, also in Paris, for two 

years. She then returned to the Comédie-Française and in short order became its youngest 

sociétaire (or senior member, entitled to both a salary and a share of the company’s 

profits), at the age of seventeen.  In her mid-twenties, having become the undisputed 

queen of tragedy and the greatest earner at the Comédie, she took the unprecedented step 

of asking to be demoted to the status of pensionnaire, or employee, of the company, thus 

allowing her more freedom to arrange her schedule of performances to suit herself. She 

toured extensively throughout Europe and Britain and even, toward the end of her life, in 

the New World. Initially she toured with the Comédie-Française, but later in her career 

was supported by a less well-known troupe, generally including one or more of her 

siblings and other lesser-known actors. She became ill in her mid-thirties and died of 

“pulmonary consumption,” probably tuberculosis, at the age of thirty-seven, leaving as 

her heirs two beloved children, her parents, a brother and three sisters, all of whom had 

been dependent upon her for support.
6
   

                                                           
5
 Rachel Brownstein, Tragic Muse: Rachel of the Comédie-Française (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993), 

93. 
6
 For much more in-depth discussion of Rachel’s life, see Michael R. Booth, John Stokes and Susan 

Bassnett, Three Tragic Actresses: Siddons, Rachel, Ristori (1996); Sylvie Chevalley, Rachel: J’ai porté 

mon nom aussi loin que j’ai pu (1989); Paul Hagenauer, Rachel (1957); Anne-Hélène Hoog, “‘L’Enfant du 

miracle’ : ambivalences du discours sur les origines de Rachel et de son génie” in  Rachel : Une Vie pour le 

théâtre (2004); Nina H. Kennard, Rachel (1885); Joanna Richardson, Rachel (1957); or Nicole Toussaint 

du Wast, Rachel: Amours et tragédie (1980); as well as Brownstein’s Tragic Muse, referenced above. 
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 As the first female “star,” in the modern sense of the word, of the French stage, 

Rachel’s personal life was the object of a great deal of public attention and speculation. 

She never married; neither did she convert to Christianity, in spite of strong 

encouragement to do so on the part of Juliette Récamier, François-René de Chateaubriand 

and their Catholic circle. She had two sons, one by Napoléon’s illegitimate son 

Alexandre Walewski and the other by Arthur Bertrand, the “enfant de Ste-Hélène,” son 

of one of the emperor’s aides imprisoned along with him by the British. Her determinedly 

unconventional personal life contrasted strongly with the craft and discipline she applied 

to her profession; she was by all accounts a constant student of the great roles of French 

tragedy in which she came to specialize. In spite of a peripatetic childhood which 

afforded her little or no opportunity for formal education, the one characteristic of her 

performances remarked by all her contemporary critics was the intelligence she brought 

to the stage. Rachel was always at her best when she had had time to learn, explore and 

deeply consider her roles. As Théophile Gautier observed: 

La manière charmante, la façon pudique et passionnée dont elle a jeté les fameux 

vers : Sors vainqueur d’un combat dont Chimène est le prix, montre de quoi elle 

est capable une fois l’accent rencontré, le diapason trouvé juste ; car 

mademoiselle Rachel est un esprit sérieux et réfléchi qui cultive ses qualités et les 

développe par une attitude assidue. – Contrairement à de certains artistes qui 

jouent supérieurement les trois ou quatre premières représentations et puis se 

fatiguent, perdent l’inspiration et ne trouvent plus l’émotion des premiers effets, 

la jeune tragédienne prend peu à peu possession de ses rôles et finit par s’en 

rendre maîtresse.
7
 

 

Jules Janin further explained :  

 

Mlle Rachel a mieux ou plus mal que l’inspiration, elle a le métier poussé à sa 

dernière puissance. Grâce à cette étude habile et dont personne ne s’est douté, 

                                                           
7
 Théophile Gautier, Histoire de l’art dramatique en France depuis vingt-cinq ans (Paris : Magnin, 

Blanchard et Compagnie, 1858), vol. 2, 213-214. 
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Mlle Rachel ne manquera jamais à la tragédie de ce temps-ci. Elle s’en est 

emparée en souveraine, elle la tient dans ses deux mains.
8
 

   

Since even before her death in 1858, Rachel has been the object of a remarkable 

number of biographies, ranging from scurrilous pamphlets of unsavory rumors (La 

Vérité-Rachel, by Charles-Maurice Descombes, 1850)  to full-length scholarly works 

(Tragic Muse: Rachel of the Comédie-Française, by Rachel Brownstein, 1995). These 

myriad biographies merit the attention of the student of celebrity for two principal 

reasons: first, while most are repetitive where the facts of the actress’s life are concerned, 

occasionally an author will include a new anecdote (real or invented) which sheds light 

on her life or her legend; and second, every biography of necessity incorporates and 

bodies forth the prejudices and preconceptions of its author and the era in which she or he 

is writing. These often-unconscious inclusions in the text can offer a considerable insight 

into different writers’ ideas about stardom, its proper performance, and Rachel’s 

relationship to it.  

 This last concern – the relationship of the individual performer to her own renown 

– can be expressed through two fundamentally different ideas about the origins of 

celebrity, and the genius which engenders it, which continue to prevail even in the world 

of twenty-first-century media. Elizabeth Barry brings this dichotomy to light:  

An ever present concern in discussions of celebrity is its perceived duality. In 

the myth which underpins the ideology of celebrity, the celebrity figure returns 

now and then to ‘our’ world from the supernatural one which they inhabit – a 

world of yachts, fast cars, Cartier diamonds, in which they dine out constantly but 

never gain an ounce, in which flashbulbs illuminate their every step – to report 

something of its essence to us (Campbell, 1949; Gabler, 2001: 13). The eager 

consumer is encouraged by ‘exclusive’ interviews, exposés and the endless 
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reportage of banal details of domestic life to feel that they have access to what 

Chris Rojek calls, after George Herbert Mead, the ‘veridical self’ (Rojek, 2001: 

11), the real person behind the projected self that is offered for public 

consumption (see also Dyer, 1987: 89). How far this veridical self is also stage-

managed and fictional is of course an endless source of debate. The celebrities 

themselves often, as Rojek indicates, claim to feel it disappearing, although this 

itself may be disingenuous: a way of reassuring us that they feel as distanced from 

the mass media as we do.
9
 

 

On one side of this duality is a conception of the star performer as an individual set apart 

from the rest of humanity by his talent; he is gifted or fated from birth for a special 

magnificence which is innate and unattainable for ordinary people. In this view, stars are 

quite literally born, and eventually would make themselves remarkable no matter what 

their environment or upbringing. But they are also ultimately unknowable; their star 

quality is simply there, part of their nature, and consists of nothing that could be taught to 

or learned by ordinary mortals. Biographers who take this view of their subjects’ stardom 

often produce what are essentially hagiographies; their role is simply to chronicle the 

greatness of the man or woman concerned, as that greatness is in the end inherent to the 

individual and ultimately inexplicable. 

 This view of stardom is intimately associated with the rise of Romanticism, the 

dominant artistic aesthetic of Rachel’s time. Christine Battersby, in her study Gender and 

Genius  (1989), characterizes the Romantic understanding of great artistry as follows:  

Romanticism valued artists for their capacity to express their own feelings and 

imaginings in their works. Authenticity and sincerity became the most important 

kinds of truth: more important by far than faithfully mirroring Nature, Beauty or 

Goodness. The originality of the art-work was not seen as a reflection of the 

                                                           
9
 Elizabeth Barry, “Celebrity, Cultural Production and Public Life,” International Journal of Cultural 

Studies 11:3 (September 2008),  254. 



15 
 

external world, but of the mind and the personality that brought that work into 

existence.
10

 

The importance of the artistic vision of the individual is paramount, and as it is not turned 

toward “mirroring” external absolute realities, it must originate within the artist herself. 

But Battersby goes on to make a very important corollary to this observation, one that is 

also vital to our understanding of the discomfort expressed by many of Rachel’s 

contemporaries with her accomplishments: the Romantic genius, in this author’s 

assessment, was invariably male. She explains: 

From Byron and William Blake to Nietzsche and Van Gogh, the typical genius 

was atypical: in one way or another, an Outsider, misunderstood by society and at 

odds with it. The history of art was represented as the history of the achievements 

of isolated individuals at war with the Establishment. But Romanticism always 

represented that extreme form of individualism in terms of male social roles and 

male power. (13) 

This association between genius and masculinity goes a long way to explain why Rachel, 

like most actresses who have followed her down to modern times, was of necessity 

understood to be an anomaly – by definition an exceptional woman, never an example to 

be followed by ordinary Frenchwomen.
11

 

 The second conception of stardom is almost diametrically opposed to the first. As 

Elizabeth Barry illustrates above, in this view, stars are in fact people just like their 

fellows, only more so: more emotional, more impulsive, richer, more driven, harder-

working. They reveal to us, their public, essential – though often banal – truths about 

ourselves. They excel, ultimately, through their own efforts (including their efforts at 
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self-promotion); a paradigmatic modern example would be the reality-television 

participant. A writer approaching the life of a star from this viewpoint would argue that 

she is in fact almost entirely a product of her background, upbringing and environment, 

and that her special abilities result principally from education or experience. 

Interestingly, in this understanding of celebrity, effort or chance may make a star, but 

genius, and especially Romantic genius, is explained out of existence.
12

 

 These two ideas about the origins of the star might be termed “nature” and 

“nurture”; while they are not entirely mutually exclusive, it is nonetheless true that the 

vast majority of Rachel’s biographies (and indeed of biographies as a whole) tend to fall 

into one camp or the other. Given that my interest at this point is in the evolution of 

stardom in nineteenth-century French popular culture, it is germane to the discussion to 

look closely at the many retellings of Rachel’s life and career to see where each view 

might lead. 

 These two ideas about stardom and its origins help to explain the disparate filters 

biographers have used to examine Rachel’s career and what Rachel Brownstein has 

termed her “afterlife” – that is, her influence on her successors in French theatre and on 

their fame.
13

 When I began this project, I believed the biographies in question could be 

most usefully classified in relation to a straightforward timeline of French political and 

cultural history. What I discovered, however, was somewhat different. While it is 

certainly true that the styles and foci of biographies have evolved since the mid-
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nineteenth century, the underlying prejudices and presuppositions of the authors are of 

much greater interest to the student of culture.  

 

Biography and the question of Jewish identity 

Many of Rachel’s biographers have tended to perceive her personality, talent and 

career as having been formed and guided by the many influential men in her life: her 

father, Jacques Félix, always a strong presence; her teachers, especially Isidore Samson 

of the Comédie-Française; the critics and impresarios who promoted her, among them 

Jules Janin, Théophile Gautier, Arsène Houssaye and (in London) Benjamin Lumley; and 

her numerous well-connected lovers, including Dr. Louis Véron, Comte Alexandre 

Colonna Walewski (Napoléon’s illegitimate son), Arthur Bertrand, Prince Napoléon and 

Louis-Napoléon, the future emperor of France. Those who portrayed her as a creation of 

any or all of these men (including Jules Janin, Théophile Gautier, James Agate, Nina H. 

Kennard, and others) were able as a result to defuse (and diffuse) the threat her 

exceptionalism posed to the established order of society and the theatrical hierarchy. Of 

course, the undue influence thus attributed to the men in her life is in itself problematic. 

Given that the acceptance of Jews as full-fledged members of French society was 

decidedly tenuous throughout the nineteenth century, the fact that Rachel’s family and 

some of her associates were perceived as Jews first and Frenchmen second (if at all) 

raises an entire subset of questions: if the actress had been created by these people, to 

whom did she really “belong”? Where did her loyalties lie? How could she be said – as 

she was during her lifetime – to have rescued the French language, given that she herself 

was (at least from this perspective) not French, but Jewish? And finally, can her faults, 
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either as a performer or as a woman, be blamed on her “foreign” heritage, thus allowing 

her audiences to continue to idolize that which is classically French? In such a reading, 

Rachel must of necessity be considered a kind of changeling, someone who does not 

belong to her birth family but rather to her other (French) “fathers” who promoted her 

(misplaced) talent. 

 Among Rachel’s early biographers, the work of Mme de B- (a pseudonym), 

Memoirs of Rachel (1858), stands out for its negativity toward the actress and denial of 

any possibility of genius on her part. The author insists upon repetitive use of anti-

Semitic tropes in her discussion of her subject; even while praising Rachel’s devotion to 

her family, she brings stereotypical assessments of Jewish character to the fore. 

But with these higher and finer traits [by which she means Rachel’s love of 

family] – these bright dashes on the canvas of this Israelite tableau – are 

intermingled meaner and baser ones, the foul blotches inseparable from the race, 

and conspicuous wherever there is a drop of the blood, sordid littleness, petty 

vanity, and inordinate love of show.
14

  

To point up these presumed deficits of Rachel’s character, Mme de B- dwells upon her 

impoverished background, her lack of conventional beauty, her promiscuity and her 

disproportionate influence upon men in political authority. She is also very concerned 

with the role of social class in Rachel’s reception, both in the theatre and out of it; here, 

for example, is her assessment of the contrast between the reactions of the royal family 

and members of the capital’s Jewish community, who had been among the actress’s first 

supporters in Paris, upon seeing her perform:  

Great, indeed, must have been the astonishment of Rachel herself at this 

unexpected and extraordinary success. It was not as though she had won the favor 

of an intelligent public at her first appearance. She had been playing for months 
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with the negative success resulting from the applause of the herd of low, and 

unappreciating co-religionists, who had encouraged her more from esprit de corps 

than real admiration, and she found herself transferred suddenly into another 

sphere, and receiving the homage and plaudits of the most refined, difficult, and 

exacting audience in the world. (51-52) 

The transgression of class boundaries by the performer is a source of real anxiety for this 

biographer. She does not explain the meaning of the phrase “negative success”; the reader 

is left to infer that success cannot be genuine unless it is conferred by the Christian upper 

classes. Mme de B’s emphasis on Rachel’s identification with her family, coupled with 

the stereotypes of Jews she liberally deploys, expresses an unresolved tension between a 

backhanded acknowledgement of greatness (or innate nobility) and the desire to deny it. 

Rachel’s talent must come from somewhere; but because it originates within the 

framework of the Jewish community, the talent itself must be fraudulent. Her “foreign” 

origin necessarily invalidates her greatness as an avatar of French culture, and by 

extension any explanation for her ability other than greed, personal or familial. 

The difficulty in extricating Rachel’s identity as a Jewish woman from the rest of 

her extravagant persona led to similar unsavory developments in many of her 

biographies. In these works, anti-Semitism functions prominently as a narrative filter. For 

some writers, an anti-Semitic stance toward the actress herself, denigrating her “Jewish” 

appearance, diction, values, or simply her refusal to convert to Christianity, is shorthand 

for their attitudes to her origins, as well as their own. Anti-Semitism, as the historian 

Michel Winock has explained, was understood in nineteenth-century France as a 

conspiracy theory of history, a prime example of xenophobia, and also as an anti-
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intellectual movement.
15

 All three of these aspects can be found in biographies written by 

Rachel’s most negative chroniclers, whose works appear largely (though by no means 

exclusively) concurrent with or subsequent to the Dreyfus affair. The division of the 

French public into Dreyfusard and anti-Dreyfusard camps in 1894 meant that the anti-

Semitism which had long simmered below the surface of politics and popular culture 

became much more open and even acceptable, a condition which endured until the 

Holocaust. Indeed, anti-Semitism at this point in French history was for many people 

synonymous with nationalism. Winock explains: 

From beginning to end, the Dreyfus affair assumed its dramatic and symbolic 

dimension only because of the Jewish identity of the accused. Anti-Semitism was 

used by all nationalists as a form of panlogism, a system of universal explanation 

that found its principle in the identification of an exogenous causality. (115) 

 

For anti-Semitic biographers, Rachel’s religious identity,  her non-French origin (Judaism 

being considered at the time a ‘race’ as well as a faith) and her closeness to her family 

(and by extension, her community) could combine to explain her success in spite of a 

presumed lack of talent. 

James Agate, in his 1924 Rachel, offers one of the most egregious examples of 

this strategy. He condemns her artistic choices, managing with considerable effort to lay 

the blame for them on her familial background:  

Turning her back on the great artistic movement of her time [he means 

Romanticism], the chief figure of her time led a life excessively mouvementé, and 

confessing three springs of action – pride of race and family, love of fame and 

money, love of love. Rachel was first a great Jewess, second a great actress, and 

third a great lover.
16
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By ‘mouvementé,’ he indicates what he perceives as a compulsion to travel attributable to 

her childhood voyages in her parents’ peddlers’ wagon. He posits a reception of Rachel’s 

entire career and personal life as motivated by greed; her family are no better. In his 

accounting, at her death, 

Rachel left behind her a rapacious papa Félix, a mother equally close-fisted, a 

brother who was the Talma of money-grubbing impresarios, and three sisters. […] 

Rachel was first and foremost a Jewess, whence it follows that loyalty to tribe was 

ingrained in her. This loyalty had for result the foisting upon the Comédie, 

whether the Comédie liked it or not, of brother Raphaël, sister Sarah […], the 

passably sentimental Rebecca, and Dinah of the acidulated voice and aggressive 

manner. (15)  

 

Agate’s portrayal of the “rapacious papa Félix” is particularly harsh. He characterizes 

Jacob Félix as a brute, a “Shylock,” speaking “a hideous jargon” (Yiddish), forcing his 

children and others to work for him and stealing Rachel’s money. With her engagement 

at the Théâtre de la Gymnase as a teenager at a salary of 3,000 francs per year, Agate 

says, “The pedlar [her father], whose entire capital did not amount to a hundred francs, 

rubbed his hands, and for the first and last time in his life expressed himself as satisfied” 

(23). 

 What is particularly striking about Agate’s biography of Rachel is the degree to 

which he insists upon simplifying, even denigrating, her motivations in life. If her 

background is so low and her nature so perverse, how to explain her success in the 

theatre? In a word, “Will! The will to succeed, to brush aside all obstacles, or turn them to 

commodity – the whole of Rachel lies in her passionate volonté” (25). And again: 

“Obstacles exist that she may overcome them. If a director of her theatre be in the way he 

shall be surmounted. If he is not to be contented with spirit he shall have body. A Véron 

bars her path? Rachel will turn a Véron into a commodity” (26). All of life, to this 
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Rachel, is business, including her own self. She is prostituted to her own will, and 

everyone around her is likewise contaminated and reduced to purely monetary value.  

 Other writers engaged in this type of anti-Semitic reductionism of Rachel’s career 

as well. The poet Heinrich Heine, Rachel Brownstein tells us,   

“… jeered at her pretensions to rank; backing up distaste with rationalization, he 

argued romantically that […] she lacked the naïveté a great artist needs” – that 

naïveté which goes hand in hand with the Romantic conception of genius – 

because of her intrinsically base motivations.
17

  

Heine further recounts a story in which he compares Rachel to a circus sideshow. “That 

the Félix family was a pack of carnival tricksters exhibiting a profitable freak merely 

capped the comic circumstance of a muse’s having any kind of a family at all. Of a 

Jewish muse” (Brownstein, 171). Rachel’s talent is devalued and ultimately undermined 

precisely because she uses it to earn money and support her base-natured family. 

 The often overt anti-Semitism of Rachel’s earliest biographers is most frequently 

exhibited, interestingly enough, through their focus on social class. Her religious 

difference, in the view of these writers, was principally signified by a lack of cultivation; 

Jews were, for many nineteenth-century European thinkers, a people without a cultural 

heritage of their own. Robert S. Wistrich remarks that Ernest Renan, a French scholar 

writing in the 1850s,  

… argued that the Semites lacked creative ability, a sense of discipline and the 

capacity for independent political organisation. The ‘Semitic’ race, so he claimed, 

had ‘no mythology, no epic, no science, no philosophy, no fiction, no plastic arts, 

no civic life; there is no complexity, nor nuance; an exclusive sense of 

uniformity.’ Not surprisingly after this catalogue of negative qualities, Renan 

could only conclude that Semites ‘represented an inferior combination of human 

nature.’
18
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For Rachel’s first biographers, the question of social class – both the class to which the 

actress was born and the class she claimed by virtue of her performance – was of 

paramount importance, largely because of the way it was bound up with religion and her 

unavoidable Otherness. Viewed as a positive, her lack of any natural place in society is 

central to Jules Janin’s assertion (discussed below) that her childhood tribulations 

prepared her to play the princesses of Greek tragedy. Conversely, when taken as a 

negative, it informs Mme de B’s emphasis on her family background, resulting in an 

insistence that her Jewish heritage rendered Rachel literally without class. In noting that 

the actress’s birth was unrecorded, this biographer asserts: 

Thus the great tragédienne of our age, she whose renown has been proclaimed in 

all Europe and confirmed in the New World, cannot boast of that which is the 

patrimony of the humblest and poorest child of the people – an act that proves her 

identity! 
19

 

 

Alfred de Musset, diametrically opposed to Mme de B-, also uses signifiers of class to 

describe Rachel (and coincidentally negate the emphasis others placed on her religion): 

“Ce sont de vraies mains de princesse”; other contemporaries remark her natural ease in 

the highest society of the time, a quality presumed impossible for someone of her 

background.
20

 Nicole Toussaint du Wast cites a pair of examples:  

Dans une de ses chroniques, [Delphine de] Girardin s’interroge: Pourquoi Rachel 

est-elle reçue avec tant d’égards dans des milieux si divers? Vont-ils à son talent, 

à son caractère? Non, à son rang: “Vous vous étonnez? C’est qu’il y a deux sortes 

de rangs, le rang social et le rang natif ou naturel. […] Rachel était née princesse.  

  

Depuis Adrienne Lecouvreur, remarque Sainte-Beuve, les comédiennes d’esprit et 

de talent obtenaient la considération des hommes du monde mais leurs femmes ne 
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les recevaient pas. Il fallut Rachel pour que tombât cette barrière et que “non 

seulement les femmes du monde mais les jeunes filles de la plus haute condition 

aspirassent à l’amitié d’une femme de théâtre.”
21

 

  

 In the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however, biographers’ 

discomfort with Rachel’s origins becomes more focused on race, which eventually came 

to subsume the question of Jewishness. We have already seen this in Agate and Heine; it 

is even present in the much more laudatory biography published in Britain 1885 by Nina 

H. Kennard, who noted: “’Maman Félix,’ as Rachel always called her mother, was a true 

daughter of Israel in her stern and unbending virtue… [ ] Reverence for parents is one of 

the traditions of the Jewish race, and in the Félix family it was carried to an almost 

extreme extent.” 
22

 Although Kennard uses only the most complimentary stereotypes of 

Jews, one could posit that her portrayal of Rachel’s religious heritage and its effects on 

her life are no less motivated by an awareness of that heritage than an attack like that of 

James Agate; she is simply showing the other side of the coin, the division in the late 

nineteenth century over questions of race and faith.  

 In her essay, “L’Enfant du miracle: Ambivalences du discours sur les origines de 

Rachel et de son génie” (2004), Anne-Hélène Hoog places Rachel in context with regard 

to other Jewish performers in France in the nineteenth century. Before Rachel’s advent, 

an entire generation of Jewish artists had succeeded in the world of the theatre, including 

the divas Giuditta Pasta and Cornélie Falcon and the composers Giacomo Meyerbeer and 

Fromental Halévy. However, unlike the actress, their religious origins were never a basis 

for calling their talent into question. Hoog explains this divergence by suggesting that 
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Rachel differed from these others in at least two important ways: first, she was 

recognized from the outset of her performing life as a prodigy, a truly exceptionally 

talented young performer, rather than developing her abilities slowly over time; and 

second, that the anti-Semitism in question enters into characterizations of Rachel only 

after her death, when her life is “frozen” in retrospect. Hoog contends, “Cette évolution 

reflète un changement de paradigme quant à la conception de la nature humaine; un 

passage de la croyance dans le pouvoir de l’acquis à la croyance dans celui de l’inné.”
23

 

Hoog is suggesting that this “freezing” of the biographer’s perspective paradoxically 

leads to a conception of her talent as innate and natural, even while the talent itself is 

devalued by its association with Judaism. The view of the anti-Semitic biographer, either 

in doubting her genius or in minimizing its impact, is a means of expressing an attitude 

toward Rachel’s origins; it becomes an expression of French nationalism by contrasting 

her Judaism and its influence with her (in this view, mistaken) identification with the 

highest aspects of national identity.  

 Thus, in the accounts of these biographers, anti-Semitism serves a curious dual 

purpose in explaining the origins of Rachel’s celebrity. For example, in Jules Janin’s 

reckoning, her cultural “rootlessness” makes her more or less a blank slate, ready for 

imprinting with the highest attributes of French (and ancient Greek and Roman) art. The 

only real effect of her childhood, spent in constant travel with her family of Jewish 

peddlers, is to gift her with a preternatural understanding of the tragic experience. 

Artistically, she is the child of her French foster fathers, the men who taught her and 
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guided her career. Conversely, for a writer such as James Agate, her talent is in fact 

innate – but because it has Jewish origins, it is ultimately worthless; her real gift is not for 

art at all,  but for making money hand over fist. Interestingly, in both views – of a Rachel 

dependent on the nurture of French artistic guides, or of an actress born and bred to a 

genius for acquisition – these biographers by and large dismiss the possibility that she 

guided her own choices. Celebrity, whether democratizing or exceptional, is in these 

models outside the performer’s own control. 

 

Romantic hagiographies: Genius and exceptionalism 

The situation of Rachel’s career in the history of France and the French theatre  

and of her relationship to Romanticism are also illustrative of the tensions between the 

“nature” and “nurture” theses. By the outset of the July Monarchy, Romanticism had 

emerged as the wave of the future in the theatres of the capital following the “Battle of 

Hernani.” With its emphasis on individuality and interiority, this new aesthetic was 

beginning to change the way plays were acted in France. At its first performance at the 

Comédie-Française on 25 February 1830, Victor Hugo’s drama Hernani provoked a full-

scale riot between supporters of the new form (les romantiques) – with its attendant 

cassation of the alexandrine form and its changes in style – and those who upheld the 

classically-inflected tragedies of Racine and Corneille (called les classiques). As a 

member of the company of the Comédie-Française, Rachel had been instructed in the 

bienséances – the conventions – of stage acting prevalent in the classical traditions; going 

along with the linguistic legacies of Racine, Corneille and Molière, these rules included a 

set of codified gestures (or even sequences of gestures) intended to express particular 
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moments in a characterization. These gestural codes were developed in the context of 

premodern theatrical performances before a crowded court or hall and in the absence of 

amplification; they enabled the spectator to follow the action on stage even if he were 

unable to hear the actor’s voice. They also unintentionally served to heighten the 

artificiality of theatrical performance. At the time, Michael Booth, John Stokes and Susan 

Bassnet tell us, “… it was generally understood that tragic acting was larger than life, that 

it was elevated above any other kind of acting.”
24

  However, the Romantic influence, 

which pervaded Rachel’s environment from the beginning of her career, was to change 

this perspective.  

 Although her repertoire was at first limited to the classical tragedies of Jean 

Racine and Pierre Corneille (her first modern Romantic role, the title character of Eugène 

Scribe and Ernest Legouvé’s Adrienne Lecouvreur, was not debuted until 1849), Rachel’s 

performance of these traditional works was new and different precisely because it was 

informed by the sensibilities of her own time. Her intonations were so carefully chosen to 

convey the inwardness (or as we would say, the psychology) of her characters that the 

stresses placed on individual lines and words were noted and preserved by her auditors. 

The critic Jules Janin, among the most careful of contemporary observers, provides an 

example in his description of her performance of the role of Camille in Corneille’s Les 

Horaces (1640):  

Cette imprécation de Camille, devenue vulgaire à force d’avoir été récitée dans 

tous les conservatoires, fut la première révélation du génie et du talent de 

mademoiselle Rachel ; elle s’en est emparée avec une intelligence, une verve sans 

égales. Point de cris, peu de gestes ; quand se met à gronder dans les entrailles de 
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cette femme au désespoir cette grande colère qui, tout à l’heure, aura l’éclat de la 

foudre et le bruit même du tonnerre, on reste épouvanté de ces murmures sourds, 

monotones, impitoyables, moitié rage et moitié plainte. En ce moment sérieux, 

Camille, ardente à la peine, se parle à elle-même et tout bas, dans une langue 

étrange, inconnue, et vous entendez gronder, de loin, ce profond désespoir. 
25

 

Likewise, in her article “Rachel, L’énigme de l’éphèmere” (2004), Noëlle Guibert cites 

Théophile Gautier’s assessment: 

Gautier… détaille en entomologiste sa diction et son jeu. ‘Elle n’a jamais dit les 

vers prosodiquement et mélodiquement : elle les a toujours récités selon le sens et 

non selon la mesure. Les périodes poétiques deviennent des phrases dans sa 

bouche et elle les prononce sans déclamer, sans chanter, plus soucieuse de la 

parole que de la musique, en un mot, elle débite une tirade en vers comme si elle 

était écrite en dehors du rythme et de la rime.’
26

 

 

Both critics emphasize the clearly Romantic aspects of her delivery; she breathes new life 

into the playwrights of tragedy’s Golden Age specifically because she is a creature of the 

nineteenth century environment. In this way, Rachel’s performance, even in the classical 

repertoire of high tragedy, shows a spirit which dovetails neatly with the Romantic 

perception of the importance of genius in the individual artist. 

Janin, a great believer in Romantic genius, further underlines Rachel’s innovation 

and originality in recounting the reactions of her colleagues to her new interpretations 

and her abandonment of certain long-standing traditions of the Comédie Française: 

 Elle dédaigne les sentiers frayés ; elle ne les connaît pas. Souvent le vieux 

tragédien qui joue avec elle, habitué qu’il est à une certaine mélopée notée à 

l’avance, s’arrête, éperdu, épouvanté, du mot nouveau que cette enfant lui jette, et 

qui s’illumine tout d’un coup d’une clarté inaccoutumée. Autour d’elle, et par un 

véritable enchantement, toutes les traditions sont dépassées ; les gestes indiqués 

depuis cent ans sont désertés ; il faut que le comédien la suive avec  autant 

d’intérêt et d’attention que le parterre, ou gare à lui ! 
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Voilà soudain que sa camarade [emphasis in the original] échappe à son geste, et 

d’un seul bond, quand il croit la saisir. Ou bien, quand il se figure (selon la 

tradition) qu’elle doit être en deça de lui qui joue et qui déclame en furieux, il la 

trouve à ses côtés froide, immobile, et notre comédien de s’arrêter… interdit.
27

 

Here the critic seems to take a certain pleasure in the way Rachel’s originality catches up 

her costars’ performances; ultimately, of course, her innovations would force alterations 

in the characterizations of all the actors in any given play. 

The function of biography as it was practiced in the mid-nineteenth century was 

to set up examples to be followed, patterns to be admired; Nigel Hamilton, in Biography: 

A Brief History (2007), notes a tendency similar to that prevalent in the art of portraiture 

at this time, literally placing the great person before the everyday viewer as an object of 

admiration and aspiration. In his study, Hamilton characterizes the influence of bourgeois 

social values on mid-nineteenth-century biographers and the choices they made in 

retelling the lives of the great.   

Reputation, as the nineteenth century unfolded, […] became all – lest one sink 

back into the mire. Suppression of unpalatable facts and of anything injurious to 

reputation – especially sexual episodes – went hand in hand with a rhetoric of 

evasion and obfuscation: the new hagiography […].
28

 

 

Along these lines, many of Rachel’s portrayals by her contemporary biographers 

demonstrate an exaggerated delicacy with regard to her personal life, although her well-

known promiscuity was a key factor both in her relationships and in the public’s 

fascination with her. Thus, Janin’s book, Rachel et la tragédie (1859), recounts in 

minutest detail what one might call the mechanics of her performance, the history of her 
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early life, and the development (under the author’s guidance, according to him) of her 

genius, but treats not at all of her famously libidinous nature. He reprints a selection of 

her letters, but only those to her sons – with no mention of their fathers – and portrays her 

as a sweet, loving, family-oriented woman.  

 Janin’s work privileges his efforts to discover the nature of genius, as well as his 

own role in fostering it. For him, Rachel’s talent is a gift of God (or of the gods), fated to 

be from the moment of her birth. He even credits the harshness of her childhood with 

enhancing it, to the point of at times reading her life as Tragedy: 

Cette enfant, destinée à parler au monde attentif la plus belle et la plus savante 

langue poétique, […] était née hors de France, à la limite, en Suisse […]. Elle 

naquit dans ce village inconnu, cette habitante des palais de Thèbes, de Corinthe 

ou de Memphis ; elle a vu le jour dans ce village et dans cette cabane, cette enfant 

vaillante qui portait si bien le scèptre et la couronne, qu’on eût dit qu’elle les avait 

trouvés dans son berceau […] mais la pauvreté cruelle avait frappé cette famille, 

et le père et la mère allaient au hasard, emportant ce petit berceau qui surnageait 

dans tous ces naufrages. Tout ceci, à bien prendre, est purement et simplement de 

la tragédie antique, à l’heure où, Troie étant tombée, on assiste aux malheurs de la 

race et de la famille de Priam.
29

   

 

Rachel is destined for greatness; at her birth it is already a part of her and her fate. 

She has only to be allowed to develop naturally and her talent will manifest itself. Janin’s 

role, as he sees it, is to discover, guide and protect that talent. Everything else is up to 

Nature – so much so that in spite of an exhaustive discussion of her roles and career, her 

teachers are almost never mentioned. He compares her, early on, to Jean le Rond 

D’Alembert, who was a foundling and who refused, as an adult, acknowledgement by the 

mother who had given him up, preferring to claim his own genius as innate and 

independent of any family influence. This conception of genius as an inborn attribute, 
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susceptible only to corruption and diminution by education, is consonant with the ideals 

elucidated in the previous century by Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Emile, ou de l’éducation 

(1762), which were still hugely influential in France at this time. Indeed, according to 

Janin, the main difficulty facing Rachel as a naturally gifted performer is a tendency to 

overexert herself in learning her parts, as illustrated in the following anecdote:  

- Monsieur, me disait un homme de l’orchestre en voyant que mademoiselle 

Rachel hésitait et n’osait pas oser, savez-vous pourquoi elle ne sera pas, j’en suis 

sûr, même à l’hauteur de mademoiselle Duchesnois dans ce rôle de Phèdre ? … 

Elle l’a trop étudié, elle l’a trop bien compris, elle n’a pas eu toute confiance au 

hasard, qui est le véritable Apollon de cette unique, impie et merveilleuse 

tragédie. […] Il fallait qu’elle jouât Phèdre aussitôt qu’elle a touché le théâtre : il 

fallait que ce fût un de ses premiers rôles quand elle était tout à fait ignorante, 

abandonnée et résignée. (217)  

 

In Janin’s reckoning, the actress is only likely to fail when she relies overmuch upon 

study and preparation; to be truly great, she should have the confidence to rely upon 

instinct alone. This construction of Rachel’s work is a product of the critic’s fantasy; it 

directly contradicts the testimony of her contemporaries about her work habits, which 

were thorough and disciplined in the extreme.  

 The Romantic poet Alfred de Musset, in a letter to his friend Mme Jaubert later 

published under the title “Un Souper chez Mlle Rachel” (1839), likewise concentrates 

upon her innate nobility, though in a different fashion; in his story, which emphasizes her 

family, the actress has more than a hint of Cinderella about her. After performing in 

Racine’s Bajazet (1672) at the Comédie-Française, Rachel invites Musset and other 

friends to her home for dinner, which she prepares herself; afterward, she relaxes and 

recounts stories of her early poverty to the poet.  
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RACHEL. 

Figurez-vous que lorsque je jouais au théâtre Molière je n'avais que deux paires 

de bas et que tous les matins...  [here her sister interrupts] Je n'avais donc que 

deux paires de bas, et, pour jouer le soir, j'étais obligée d'en laver une paire tous 

les matins. Elle était dans ma chambre, à cheval sur une ficelle, tandis que je 

portais l'autre.  

MOI. 

Et vous faisiez le ménage ?  

RACHEL. 

Je me levais à six heures tous les jours, et à huit heures tous les lits étaient faits. 

J'allais ensuite à la halle pour acheter le dîner.
30

 

However, her background is soon belied by the inborn greatness Musset sees 

demonstrated by her communion with the finest of French literature : 

Rachel et moi nous commençons à lire Phèdre, le livre posé sur la table entre 

nous deux. Tout le monde s'en va. Rachel salue d'un léger signe de tête chaque 

personne qui sort, et continue la lecture. D'abord, elle récite d'un ton monotone, 

comme une litanie. Peu à peu elle s'anime. Nous échangeons nos remarques, nos 

idées, sur chaque passage. Elle arrive enfin à la déclaration. Elle étend alors son 

bras droit sur la table ; le front posé sur la main gauche, appuyée sur son coude, 

elle s'abandonne entièrement. Cependant elle ne parle encore qu'à demi-voix. 

Tout à coup ses yeux étincellent ; - le génie de Racine éclaire son visage ; - elle 

pâlit, elle rougit. - Jamais je ne vis rien de si beau, de si intéressant ; jamais au 

théâtre elle n'a produit sur moi tant d'effet. [emphasis added] (131-132) 

 

Clearly, Musset is, like Janin, concerned with an effort to discover the source of genius 

(and incidentally, also with its fundamental masculinity in the Romantic worldview); and 

like the critic, he finds that it is inborn, impossible to attribute to the performer’s all too 

common family and surroundings.  
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 The tension between Rachel’s very humble origins and her acknowledged 

embodiment of French classicism, the highest form of the French language, is an object 

of consternation among her critics and biographers. Efforts by these writers to discover 

the origin of her genius reveal their beliefs about the nature of giftedness much more than 

they tell us anything about the actress herself; this is one of the major pitfalls of the 

application of narrative to a life. Almost all biographers, consciously or unconsciously, 

tend to fit their subjects’ lives into a plot structure; after all, this treatment results first and 

foremost in what we term a life story. In order to create a compelling narrative from the 

myriad occurrences of any human life, choices must be made of what to include and what 

to leave out; where to embellish with detail (or even outright invention) and where to 

strip the “story” to its bones. The plot structures available to the biographer, however, are 

all the more limited by convention when the subject of the work is a woman; this has 

been a persistent problem for those who have written lives of Rachel, and one that many 

have addressed in the same way. The critic Carolyn G. Heilbrun, in Writing a Woman’s 

Life (1988), remarks that women who live unconventional lives rebel against the usual 

framing of female experience as bounded by love, marriage and motherhood. This is  

… a phenomenon evident in the lives of accomplished women who live in a 

storyless time and are either trapped in, or have wasted energy opposing, the only 

narrative available to them: the conventional marriage or erotic plot. For women 

who wish to live a quest plot, as men’s stories allow, indeed encourage, them to 

do, some event must  be invented to transform their lives, all unconsciously, 

apparently ‘accidentally,’ from a conventional to an eccentric story.
31

 

 

For most female artists of premodern times, this statement has rung true; their choices 

and desires for independent achievement have been commonly framed as resulting from 
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necessity, not ambition or desire. Rachel, however, was exceptional also in that she 

refused this polite fiction; she never married, apparently had no serious interest in 

marrying (she refused at least one wealthy suitor because he would have expected her to 

give up the stage), and lived a satisfying life in which her most important relationships 

were not with her multitude of lovers but with her family, her children and her art.  

 At the same time, her biographers all capitalize in one way or another upon 

Rachel’s refusal to conform to this stereotype. Heilbrun asserts, “Exceptional women are 

the chief imprisoners of nonexceptional women, simultaneously proving that any woman 

could do it and assuring, in their uniqueness among men, that no other woman will” (81). 

Thus, Rachel’s uniqueness works both for and against her as a subject for biography; her 

weaknesses or failings may be ascribed either to her femininity (a product of her 

background) or, conversely, to her “unwomanly,” exceptional nature – her genius. Her 

failure to conform to many, if not most, of the expectations of a conventional female life 

in her time and place means that her life could fit narratives other than the marriage or 

erotic plot as well. The critic and historian Mary D. Sheriff suggests an explanation for 

the discomfort arising from this assessment: 

[Geneviève] Fraisse argues that the exceptional woman’s difference from other 

women, and the transgressions it allowed, made her a fascinating figure for men. 

The other side of fascination, however, is fear – here the particular fear that too 

many exceptional women would make them (the) rule. Far from being different 

from other women, the exceptional woman would make women more like men, 

and vice versa. [...] Such fears were deeply rooted in the fantasized loss of male 

(sexual) identity.
32
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This assessment explains one of the roots of the actress’s attraction for her public; since 

she is already outside the norms of bourgeois society, she both entices and frightens. 

Following this line of reasoning, if allowing a woman’s life story to fall outside the 

marriage plot engenders a real anxiety and discomfort on the part of the biographer, then 

he has a vested interest in producing a moralizing outcome. Heilbrun addresses this 

problem: 

There is, of course, danger in the writing of every biography, which is why 

Roland Barthes has written that he finds biography offensive because it entails ‘a 

counterfeit integration of the subject.’ Who can deny it? In choosing among 

biographers and biographies, we choose among counterfeit integrations. Perhaps 

in choosing the lives we lead, we do the same.
 33

 

 

In writing about a life we force our own perspective upon that life; and in reading about 

one, we participate in and further what one might term a shaping of or even a violence 

upon the realities of the subject’s existence. Rachel’s late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-

century biographers, many of whom make a cautionary tale of her life, often fall into this 

trap. 

 These two conceptions of the origins of genius and celebrity – the “nature” and 

“nurture” theories of the source of Rachel’s fame, as elucidated throughout her 

biographies – are developed further through her relationship with the burgeoning media 

of her time. As noted earlier, Rachel was one of the first people to be frequently 

photographed and to have her image widely circulated in the popular press, simply 

because of an accident of birth: her artistic maturity coincided almost exactly with the 

perfection of the daguerreotype and with the creation of the first affordable popular 

newspaper, Emile de Girardin’s La Presse. However, she was also frequently portrayed 
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in more traditional media, including painting and sculpture, and representations of her 

were regularly featured in the Salons of the mid-nineteenth century. There is an innate 

tension exhibited in these media and their bodying forth of the star; on the one hand, the 

photograph and the newspaper caricature, in their infinite reproducibility, would seem to 

speak to an understanding of the actress as an exemplar of ambition in society. Because 

these images circulate freely – and escape the control of their original – they may imply 

to the observer that the celebrity really is more like than unlike the rest of us. But on the 

other hand, there are the numerous examples of Rachel painted or sculpted as Tragedy 

personified – a Greek goddess brought down to earth. These works generally identify her 

much more strongly with the ideals of Romantic genius and, by extension, female 

exceptionalism. Both these classes of representations will be explored in the following 

chapters. 



37 
 

Chapter 2 

 

Representation in the Plastic Arts: Monumentality 

 

 Joanna Woodall has proposed that “[t]he eighteenth century was in some respects 

the apogee of portraiture in England and France. A huge number and variety of images 

were produced…” as part of an expansion of the practice of depiction of the individual.
34

 

Before that time, painted portraits had been largely limited by their function and expense, 

as delineators of status and importance of the sitter; in early modern Europe, such images 

were created to extol the nobility of their subjects. However, with this explosion in 

portraiture came a change in focus, particularly relevant to Rachel’s career. During the 

eighteenth century, Woodall explains, 

Visual reference to classical prototypes, such as the Apollo Belvedere, became 

popular as part of a more general appeal to antique authority. Grand portraits with 

an implied heroic, historical narrative were paralleled by naturalised fictions in 

pastoral or mythological mode. These became, respectively, increasingly 

gendered masculaine and feminine. Beside a strong adherence to the restrained 

and convincing depiction of sitters in their social personae, masquerade gained 

unprecedented importance. This involved not only the adoption of roles by 

conventional sitters especially for portrayal, but also an interest in the depiction of 

actors. (4) 

 

Before Rachel’s time, portraiture and the ownership of portraits were both 

generally restricted to members of the moneyed classes. Only the wealthy could afford to 

commission a painter’s labor for the period of time necessary to create such an image, 
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and likewise only they could spare the leisure time to sit for an artist.
35

 As a direct result 

of these limitations, the consumption of portraiture as art was similarly restricted: an 

honorific portrait, with few exceptions, would after its completion be available for 

viewing only by the patron and his or her family or friends. Depending on where the 

painting was displayed, it could conceivably be limited to a single viewer. There were 

exceptions to this rule, particularly for members of the monarchy and aristocracy (for 

whom portraiture occasionally had a political or diplomatic purpose); but in most of 

French society during the pre-photographic era, the audience for individual works of art 

was restricted. The Louvre, which made a large number of paintings available to the 

public eye, became the first modern museum in France under the Revolution, in 1793; 

however, even the portraits exhibited there, most of which had been confiscated from the 

monarchy or the church, were available to the public gaze only three days out of each 

décade (and later, with the return of the Christian calendar, on weekends).
36

 It is 

reasonable to assume that the average bourgeois in Ancien Régime France might have 

gone most of his or her life without seeing more than a handful of portraits; for the 

working classes or rural people, the chances of encountering a painted human face would 

have been considerably lower. 

 One effect of this scarcity of portraiture is expressed through reception theory: if a 

painting of a person were made for such a limited audience, then the tastes and 

expectations of the commissioner would strongly affect the ultimate product. Conversely, 
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as Greg Harris explains, the artistic practices and abilities of the portraitist influenced it 

as well: 

While modern-day celebrities, in the face of a voracious media, struggle to control 

their representation through fashion or body image, the people who sat for portrait 

painters [in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries] may have felt they 

had the upper hand in how they were represented. There were, however, other 

considerations apart from a good likeness. Artistic conventions had developed 

ways in which certain types of people were portrayed, so that likeness could 

become subservient to the recognition of type. Some artists saw the need for a 

likeness as a mere imitation of nature to be at odds with their wish to create a 

more idealised representation of humanity.
37

 

The pictorial language employed by artists (which was later carried over to the 

conventions of photography) colored and coded these images in ways which made them 

more immediately accessible to their destined viewers. Pictures were made to be seen and 

appreciated in a very specific context, and conveyed particular messages. Richard 

Brilliant has formulated this pictorial language as responses to a series of questions: 

Portraiture challenges the transiency or irrelevancy of human existence and the 

portrait artist must respond to the demands formulated by the individual’s wish to 

endure. The nature of that response is affected by three questions whose answers 

may be neither consistent nor complimentary:  

 

What do I (you, he, she, we, or they) look like? […] 

 

What am I (you, he, she, etc.) like? […] 

 

Who am I (you, etc.)?
38

 

 

The answers to these questions address issues as disparate as the question of the sitter’s  

likeness (is he or she sufficiently individualized to be recognizable?), his or her place in 

society, and finally, his or her psychological or emotional uniqueness. The subject’s pose 
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and expression, his or her surroundings, props, and the inclusion of other people or 

animals all give clues to possible responses. The language of the honorific portrait 

evolved within the rarefied context of the aristocracy; however, with the explosion in 

dissemination of images that accompanied the rise of the museum, the invention of 

photography, and the development of the popular press, that language became visible to 

and open to interpretation by a much more diverse audience. Like the bourgeois 

patronage of theaters after the Revolution, the bourgeois consumption of painting led to a 

generalized, and eventually debased, culture of iconography. 

A signal example of the use of this pictorial language from the Ancien Régime 

may be found in Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun’s 1787 portrait of Louis XVI’s queen, Marie-

Antoinette, surrounded by her children (Figure 1). The painting and its composition 

convey a definite political message attuned to the time of its production and the audience 

intended to receive it (in this case, a relatively broad public, as it was created for 

exhibition at the Salon of 1787). Vigée-Lebrun, the queen’s favorite portraitist, made this 

picture directly after the “Affaire du collier,” the scandal which permanently damaged the 

queen’s reputation in 1785.
39

 Through the machinations of the thieves involved in the 

complex plot to convince the Cardinal de Rohan to purchase a fabulously expensive 

diamond necklace for Marie-Antoinette, a popular idea of the queen as vain, insanely 

acquisitive, and sexually debauched had become current throughout France, circulated by 

means of the libelles, cheaply (and illegally) printed pamphlets of scurrilous verse and 

caricatures. As a work of propaganda, Vigée-Lebrun’s painting was highly successful. 
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The image directly counters the slander of the libelles; by depicting the consort and her 

children in a dignified, peaceful, regal and yet homely setting, the artist restores her 

humanity by means of an image of her maternal love and concern for the Dauphin and 

her other children. She further normalizes the queen by highlighting, with the Dauphin’s 

gesture toward the empty cradle, her recent loss (her youngest child, Princess Sophie, had 

died at the age of two months). 

 The Vigée-Lebrun portrait serves its intended purpose as propaganda through an 

appeal to its particular audience (the members of the artistic and political elites who 

would attend the Salon). Like other portraits of this pre-photographic era, it is also 

intended as a visual record of a moment in the subject’s life, as a memento of her 

children’s appearances at a young age, and as a keepsake, ultimately, for a family. The 

painting fulfills all these private functions as well as its public, political role. The artist 

has captured subtle nuances of sentiment and connection between the members of the 

family while also establishing a rapport between the queen and her subjects. Marie-

Antoinette, seated in a comfortable chair, gazes out at the viewer with a serious, 

thoughtful expression; however, it is notable that she and her children are depicted in full 

length, a pictorial prerogative traditionally reserved to royalty.
40

 She holds her playful 

infant son on her lap while her daughter leans against her shoulder and looks adoringly 

up at her. Her older son, the young Dauphin, indicates the empty cradle by her side. 

Despite the clearly evident (and conventional) trappings of great wealth and status – the 

family’s beautiful clothes, the rich carpet and ornate cushion beneath the queen’s feet, the 
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marble pillars and draperies in the background – this picture is eminently accessible in its 

emotional immediacy. Vigée-Lebrun has captured the family in an intimate, ordinary, and 

very human moment, and thus rendered the queen sympathetic and understandable to the 

viewer.  

 A portrait like this, capturing the subjects in the performance of a more or less 

private, unguarded moment, would have had its parallel in many well-off families of the 

preindustrial age; parents might commission pictures of their children, a husband of his 

wife, adult children of their parents. Furthermore, such images would become treasured 

possessions, kept in the family for generations and seen only by those for whom they held 

a personal significance. But there is another type of portrait one might have encountered 

in French society before the invention of photography: the allegorical portrait, of special 

relevance in the career and legacy of Mademoiselle Rachel. 

 The use of the female figure to stand for an abstract idea in art is a very old one, 

with its origins in ancient Greece. The critic Marina Warner suggests one possible reason 

for this tendency: the fact that in Indo-European languages, the nouns which designate 

abstract philosphical virtues are generally feminine.
41

 In discussing the ancients’ 

penchant for personification, she writes: 

The difficulty we experience telling whether a Greek mythographer intends to 

deploy a figure of speech (personification) or describe a personal being is 

compounded because early Greek manuscripts were written in majuscule: no 

initial capital letters discriminated between dike the principle of justice and an 

aspect of Zeus’s power, and Dike, his divine daughter, between peitho as 

persuasiveness, and Peitho the goddess of persuasion, one of Love’s handmaids.
42
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This confusion between ideas and actual goddesses led directly to the revival of the use 

of allegorical figures, and especially females, in the art of the Renaissance. With the 

return to classical sources that was so central to artistic production in early modern 

Europe, painters and sculptors came into contact with these concepts (and the uncertainty 

inherent in ancient manuscripts) and adapted them freely for their own purposes.  

 Actresses, as a class, are particularly well-suited to assist in the artistic practice of 

feminine allegory. They are accustomed to playing roles, to presenting the ideas of others 

on stage and in public through the medium of their own bodies. Furthermore, they are 

comfortable with the conventions of costume and the demands of visual culture. So it 

should not surprise us to discover that actresses up until Rachel’s time were often 

represented in allegorical paintings – and especially in the role of the ancient Greek Muse 

of Tragedy, Melpomene.  

 Of the extant paintings of Rachel made during and after her lifetime, a surprising 

number are of this type – full-fledged allegorical depictions of her as a goddess, the 

personification of Tragedy itself. Before moving into a discussion of these paintings, 

however, I would like to focus upon an older example of the tradition. In many ways, Sir 

Joshua Reynolds’ portrait of an earlier actress, “Mrs Siddons as the Tragic Muse” (1783), 

is an ancestor of these pictures of Rachel; but it was produced in an entirely different 

world.  

 Sarah Siddons (1755-1831) was the best-known English actress of her generation 

and a member of the Kemble theatrical dynasty. Like Rachel, she specialized in tragic 

roles: she was particularly known for her portrayal of Lady Macbeth. However, unlike 

the French actress, Mrs Siddons (as she was universally known) achieved a highly 
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respected status in her career and her country. Her friends included the Duke of 

Wellington and Samuel Johnson, among many other prominent members of British 

society. Like Rachel, she was frequently painted by contemporary artists. Reynolds’ 

portrait of her (Figure 2) is a beautiful example of allegorical representation.  

 In the picture, we see Mrs Siddons seated on a substantial throne, floating in the 

clouds. She is wearing sumptuous contemporary clothing, including a huge collar-like 

necklace of pearls; her hair is arranged simply for the time (as compared, for example, 

with the contemporaneous portrait of Marie-Antoinette discussed above), she wears an 

antique diadem much like that Rachel wore as part of her Phèdre costume, and two long 

braids are allowed to fall down over her shoulders. Like Louis XVI’s queen, she is 

depicted in a full-length image, conveying a sense of nobility, importance and authority. 

The arrangement of her arms suggests both a level of comfort with her own power – she 

is reclining like a monarch on this throne – and also the possibility that she is about to 

speak, to give some directive to the viewer. Her face is turned to a three- quarter profile 

and her eyes are directed up toward the stormy heavens. The two figures behind her are 

allegories as well, representing Pity (on the left) and Terror, for which the artist used his 

own face as a model. The painting’s palette of dark browns and golds throws the actress’s 

white sleeves and her pearly skin into high relief. She looks immortal, superhuman; 

Reynolds here captures not a performance, but a moment of apotheosis. This painting 

was first exhibited at the Royal Academy in London in 1784, and was immediately 

acclaimed a masterpiece. Its attitude to its model is entirely laudatory, and the work itself 

can be construed as an expression of national pride.  



45 
 

 Part of what makes this picture so striking, and so effective, is the fact that it is 

able to take itself entirely seriously. While it offers us a depiction of a recognizable 

individual, its treatment of Mrs Siddons as an allegorical figure also manages to elide her 

individuality and ultimately her discrete identity. Mythologizing a female sitter, Madelyn 

Gutwirth observes, robs her of her humanity: “Whether ‘hot’ and sexually suggestive, or 

‘cool,’ remote, and monumental, allegory tends to remove the idea of woman from the 

play of passion and contention.”
43

 This painting, definitely in the ‘cool’ category, brings 

the actress – in the ordinary course of events, the conduit through which the audience 

experiences the passions evoked by tragedy – out of, and literally above, the realm of 

human experience. Mrs Siddons as the Tragic Muse has become a goddess, remote from 

even the emotions she depicts and inspires. The roles of Pity and Terror are delegated 

instead to the attendants standing in the shadows behind her. The picture at once provides 

a record and negates the performance of the actual woman, in a manner simply 

unapproachable for a photograph. 

 Reynolds’s portrait was created in the pre-Revolutionary era, and before the first 

experiements which led to the invention of photography. The allegorical portraits of 

Rachel created in the mid-nineteenth century are of necessity strongly informed by the 

unfolding of history and the creation of technological reproduction. The unselfconscious 

celebration of Mrs Siddons as the personification and apotheosis of a great art is no 

longer possible in Rachel’s time; the world has changed and lost its innocence, and the 

reception of these works is tinged with irony which will only increase as time goes on.  
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 One of the most notable artistic consequences of the French Revolution of 1789 

was a sharp departure from the florid Rococo style of late-eighteenth-century painting in 

favor of the Neoclassicism championed by Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825), creator of 

such influential works as The Oath of the Horatii and The Death of Socrates. David 

began producing paintings in this style, whose severity, emphasis on composition, and 

subject matter drawn from antiquity soon began sending ripples throughout French 

artistic circles, in the 1780s, as a reaction against the excesses of the Rococo artists then 

popular with the court. With the political events of 1789 and the progression of the 

Revolution through the Terror and beyond, Neoclassicism became more and more 

dominant in French art. According to Madelyn Gutwirth (citing the historian Lynn Hunt), 

this is at least partially because the participants in the Revolution believed themselves to 

be at a political moment without parallel in the contemporary world: 

Revolutionary rhetoric, of which allegory was a building block, was constructed 

only as the Revolution went along and acquired whatever unity it did from the 

sense that it was an event out of all historical context (except that of classical 

antiquity), for which a fresh ‘mythic present’ had to be invented, to which the 

nation might give its consent. (253) 

There were no models in modern Europe for their political project, so the revolutionaries 

had to turn to ancient Greece and Rome for conceptual blueprints (and indeed, many of 

their documents, customs and ceremonies were directly drawn from their understanding 

of the ancient world). Neoclassicism sought to bring a fresh, clear perspective to art in the 

service of the new State and of the new state of humanity. This artistic movement, 

conferring legitimacy as it did upon the republican (and later, the imperial) model, was 

wholeheartedly promoted by the post-revolutionary governments of the French state, not 
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only through painting and sculpture, but also through the deliberate creation and use of 

classically-inflected public spectacles directed toward constructing a mythologized 

present. The various Revolutionary regimes, from 1789 on, engaged in the production of 

artistic tropes centered upon ideas of apotheosis and personification adapted from the 

ancients. The Festival of the Supreme Being of 1794, promulgated by Maximilien 

Robespierre and, in its Paris incarnation, designed and stage-managed by Jacques-Louis 

David, is perhaps the best-known of these, but the multitudinous earlier Revolutionary 

festivals following the same general schema had one method in common: almost all of 

them employed women – actresses – as personifications of virtue. These female 

performers enacted the roles of minor goddesses of a pseudo-Greek pantheon adapted to 

the exigencies of the National Assembly; but though their impact on the popular 

imagination was enduring, their reign was in fact quite brief.  

 The use of actresses in Revolutionary ceremony as representations of virtue 

personified had its counterpart in the plastic arts; in painting, sculpture and popular 

prints, women were commonly employed as allegorical figures. Marina Warner addresses 

the constant use of the feminine form as the general ideal, embodying abstract concepts: 

Often the recognition of a difference between the symbolic order, inhabited by 

ideal ideological figures, and the actual order, of judges, statesmen, soldiers, 

philosophers, inventors, depends on the unlikelihood of women practicing the 

concepts they represent.
44

  

 

In other words, female figures are useful stand-ins for abstract ideas precisely because 

these abstractions are so far removed from any actual female experience. A woman might 

effectively represent Liberty even though – or especially because – freedom was a 
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concept far removed from the day-to-day realities of any actual woman living in 

Revolutionary France. The form of an idealized, ideally beautiful, strong, and 

independent woman is a tabula rasa; she is an empty field, devoid of any inherent 

signification of her own, and therefore available for the projection of all male fantasy.  

 However, the Revolutionary fashion for allegory was in fact short-lived. 

Neoclassicism, the artistic movement which spawned this peculiar mode, was itself 

eventually a victim of political reality. As the Revolution progressed from its beginnings 

through the Terror, the Directory, the Consulate and finally into Empire, its early 

idealism gave way to disappointment, cynicism, resignation, and an ultimate return to at 

least some of the societal norms it had originally rejected. Gutwirth explains: 

Within a span of five years [1789-1794], the Revolution’s goddesses have 

metamorphized through phases as effete symbolic evocations mixing rococo style 

with neoclassical substance; as powerful, mythic actors; as immobilized endorsers 

of the status quo; as live embodiments of godlike Reason; and finally, with the 

souring experiences of shortage, war, and the guillotine, as goddess scapegoats. 

(279) 

Thus the use of allegory in portraiture in the mid-nineteenth century, when the genre was 

repeatedly applied to Rachel, was a recognizably antiquated gesture. The choices made 

by the artists who portrayed her as Tragedy personified were, in their own way, even 

more anachronistic than the actress’s own predilection for the performance of French 

classical tragedy. 

Eugène Amaury-Duval’s 1854 portrait of the actress, entitled “La Tragédie,” 

(Figure 3), illustrates these qualities – a conscious anachronism and the use of her face 

and figure to represent an abtract ideal – along with a third characteristic of the 

allegorical representations of Rachel as Tragedy: lifelessness. Gutwirth addresses the 
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curiously static quality of allegorical imagery through reference to the work of the 

psychoanalytic critic, Angus Fletcher: 

Fletcher remarks that “allegory is the most religious of the modes, obeying… the 

commands of the Superego, believing in Sin, portraying atonements through 

ritual.” Further delineating what he sees as its neurotic religious character, he 

associates allegory with obsessive compulsion. Seeing how allegorical imagery 

tends to a deadness and coldness, Fletcher terms it “frozen agency.” (256) 

 

 In this portrait, exhibited at the Salon of 1855, Amaury-Duval, a student of Jean-

Auguste-Dominique Ingres, presents to the viewer Rachel in a patterned Greek chiton in 

a setting reminiscent of an ancient temple. She faces the viewer directly, and although she 

leans her left elbow upon the plinth, the strong vertical lines of her costume create an 

overall sense of solidity echoed by the geometric forms of the architectural bits and 

pieces framing her. She looks like a statue taking a momentary rest; her repose is not 

convincing to the viewer. Her expression, mild and direct, owes something to Reynolds’ 

portrayal of Mrs Siddons; however, unlike the earlier work, in this case the subject is 

portrayed full-face, her eyes meeting those of the viewer. Her face and figure convey no 

emotion at all. In Reynolds’ portrait, the signature feelings expressed through the 

performance of tragedy were conveyed by the shadowy figures behind the Muse; 

however, in this painting, we must rely upon the other visual clues the artist has given us, 

as his allegorical Melpomene is identifiable only by the props in the picture and by her 

resemblance to the well-known tragedienne.
45

 The other indicators or her identity are the 

laurels, both real (reaching over the wall in the background) and figurative (the golden 

wreath on the table by Rachel’s side), the mask of Tragedy beside the laurel crown, a 
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golden chalice, also on the table, and finally, a small marble statue of a woman (another 

personification of tragedy, or an allied concept?) and part of a fresco on the wall behind 

her, which appears to show a woman in distress (Phèdre, perhaps?).  

 Contemporary reception of this painting found it wanting in many respects: 

Ce portrait, dans le style grec, est d’un dessin sec et d’une couleur désastrueuse. 

En admettant le pastiche et les teintes plates, on ne peut s’empêcher de regretter la 

froideur de la peinture, qui ressemble à une fresque sur plâtre. La tête et les bras 

sont couleur de brique, quand Mlle Rachel a une carnation délicieuse. En dépit de 

ce tableau, que le jury hésitait à recevoir et qu’il eût bien de refuser, M. Amaury 

Duval est l’élève de M. Ingres qui a le mieux résisté à la tyrannie de l’éducation, 

et le mieux défendu son individualité.
46

 

 

The coldness and isolation of the figure and its highly contrived surroundings all detract 

from its persuasiveness as a portrait. Although Amaury-Duval was a well-regarded and 

popular portraitist, this attempt at allegory ultimately falls flat. 

 Joanna Woodall, in her introduction to the anthology Portraiture: Facing the 

Subject, offers one way to consider the failure of this painting to successfully navigate the 

tension between portrait and allegory. She posits a “dualist” construction of identity for 

the subject: 

…a portrait is a likeness which is seen to refer to the identity of the person 

depicted. If this is the case, then the history of portraiture will be closely 

connected with changes in beliefs about the nature of personal identity, and in 

ideas about what aspects of identity are appropriate or susceptible to portrayal. 

[…] … [T]here is a division between the person as a living body and their real or 

true self. An insistence upon this opposition means that a vivid physiognomic 

likeness cannot represent the identity of the sitter in the satisfying way claimed by 

Aristotle and Alberti. Bodily resemblance comes to seem a barrier to union with 

the sitter, rather than the means whereby it can be achieved.
47
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In this understanding, the use of Rachel’s physical likeness as a symbol is actually 

alienating for the viewer. The fact that she resembles a statue or a mask of herself in this 

painting is a natural consequence of Amaury-Duval’s emphasis on physical resemblance, 

necessary for the recognition of his allegorical subject of Tragedy, at the expense of 

psychological fidelity to his subject, Rachel.  

 Woodall further extrapolates the effects of this dualism on portraiture as it 

specifically applies to female subjects: 

The dualist subject was implicitly masculine. For example, during the eighteenth 

century, treatises on human character articulated a conception of femininity which 

was, although absolute, the very opposite of the developing dualist ideal. It was 

the lack or absence of the personal uniqueness, constancy and interiority which 

constituted true virtue. Feminine virtue was a contradiction in terms, a fragile 

alliance always liable to fall apart and release its erotic, self-engulfing opposite. 

[…] Questions of likeness and authenticity, which became so crucial to 

portraiture’s continued capacity to re-present and immutable, immortal self, lost 

their urgency and significance when applied to figures whose femininity deined 

them the true, fully realised humanity claimed by the dualist subject. (11; 

emphasis in the original) 

 

In other words, a portraitist creating an image of a female subject inherently works with a 

less stable form of identity than when he paints  man. The dualist idea posits that a 

faithful portrait must tell the viewer something about the virtue, the psychological self-

consistency, of the sitter; and if the sitter is a woman, that self-consistency becomes 

difficult, if not impossible, to locate and convey. If the sitter is not only a woman, but an 

actress, the task becomes even more difficult. 

Charles Baudelaire, in his general comments on Amaury-Duval’s oeuvre, remarks 

that “… [ses] portraits sont souvent entachés d’une afféterie prétentieuse et maladroite. 
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[Son] goût immodéré pour la distinction [lui] joue à chaque instant de mauvais tours.” 
48

  

Both faults are immediately evident in this portrait, cluttered with symbolic objects 

because its central figure fails to adequately convey the allegorical message. An allegory 

which requires explanation must ultimately qualify as a failure – and because this portrait 

and its fellows discussed below were painted at a time when allegory was no longer a part 

of the current artistic vocabulary, it is conceivable that all were doomed from the outset. 

 The portrait of Rachel, also titled “La Tragédie,” by Jean-Léon Gérôme (Figure 4) 

was exhibited in its turn at the Salon of 1861. This painting is somewhat more successful 

than Amaury-Duval’s effort, even though it is a posthumous effort (recall that Rachel 

died in January 1858). Like the earlier painting, this work incorporates an image of the 

actress’s face clearly copied from a photograph (in this case, the picture of her in costume 

as Phèdre, Figure 9). Due at least partially to her facial expression (which at least exhibits 

some psychological consistency), this Rachel is much more understandable as a 

representation of Melpomene, the Muse of Tragedy. However, the artist has again seen fit 

to burden his central figure with a clutter of symbology which, in Rachel Brownstein’s 

reading, threatens to crush the actress under the weight of additional information: 

… Rachel’s name is absent [from the painting]. The label fixed to the frame reads 

La Tragédie. The female figure dwarfed by Tragedy’s regalia seems to be its sick, 

apprehensive victim, a woman who dreads becoming her own monument. This 

sad, frail creature’s burden is the dead weight of allegory; she cowers at the 

approach of an unseen power that can only be limned by symbols – like herself. Is 

she a sign among other signs, or a woman destroyed by representation – by being 

taken, by taking herself, for a sign? […] Rather than Tragedy embodied, the 

figure in this painting seems to be a trapped creature struggling against 

dissolution.
49
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Rachel’s figure, pictured at full length (like royalty, emphasizing her role as a goddess) 

continues the vertical lines of the pillars and tripod which surround her, but her cloak 

makes her shoulders appear hunched forward in a protective or perhaps even despairing 

attitude. Gérôme’s decision to use this posture works against the declared monumentality 

of his subject; it weakens this Melpomene and makes her look vulnerable. The fact that 

she is leaning against the pillar, rather than standing upright, only reinforces the 

impression.  

Both these paintings, explicitly created as allegories, rely upon an identification of 

the actress not only with her particular roles, but with an entire theatrical genre. Other 

portraits of Rachel, produced by more or less capable artists, rely upon many of the same 

tropes both for the identification of their subject and the justification of her importance. 

To many of her fans, Rachel was of necessity not just a tragic actress, but the tragic 

actress par excellence, without peer. Her identification with classicism and tragedy is 

once more foregrounded in Edouard Dubufe’s 1850 portrait of her as Camille (the 

heroine of Pierre Corneille’s Les Horaces, one of her earliest signature roles), painted in 

London while she was on tour (Figure 5). Again, she is wearing her Greek chiton, now 

overdraped with a himation or cloak, classical jewelry, including a headband and a 

golden snake bracelet and earrings, and she is portrayed in a setting appropriate to her 

costume. However, Dubufe at least has been confident enough to let the actress’s face 

and demeanor (her pose is also a direct quote from Greek statuary) speak for themselves; 

the picture is unburdened with superfluous clutter. The simple stylized pattern on the wall 

behind her is the only other reference to setting, placing her comfortably within a 

classical interior.  
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 This painting, like the Gérôme and Amaury-Duval allegorical works, takes the 

woman out of modern context and attempts the same sort of apotheosis observable in  

“Mrs Siddons as the Tragic Muse”; like the Reynolds painting, its subject is endowed 

with a sense of distance and a calm mien which separate her from the realm of the mere 

performer. However, also like Gérôme and Amaury-Duval’s pictures, this work is 

essentially cold. It does not engage the viewer; in paying homage to Rachel as the 

archetype of the tragic actress, it renders her impersonal and unsympathetic; she inhabits 

a closed space, unrelated to the real world of the viewer.  

 Kathleen Nicholson, in an essay on the portrayal of women as vestal virgins in 

French painting, addresses this sense of isolation from the viewer of such an image as the 

opening of a space of possibility for the subject:  

Through the choice of subject and their nuancing, the allegories articulate the 

struggle between the values or expectations held by society and the women’s own 

aspirations. In effect, allegorical portraiture opened a space in which women 

might question the notion of the limitations of which they were accused. That is, 

the sitter could reconfigure selfhood or identity as a process of continual 

invention, open to amendment.
50

  

 

Through this admittedly feminist conception of portraiture, the performance of identity 

on the part of the subject becomes an opportunity rather than evidence of a deficit of 

character; not being able to firmly fix Rachel’s (or Melpomene’s) identity allows the 

viewer to fill in the metaphorical blanks. Whether or not it was perceived in this fashion, 

however, is decidedly open to question. 

  The same cannot be said of the much less professional, yet more engaging 

painting of Rachel in costume included as Figure 6. This work, much more amateur in  
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its execution, nonetheless appears more lively, animated, and individuated, as if it were 

produced by an admirer of the actress who wished to give more of a sense of her 

performance, and less of an impression of her importance. Although this work is in the 

collection of the Comédie-Française, I have been able to discover nothing about the artist 

except his (or her?) name, H. D. Riuck. Because of the naïveté of its execution, the 

picture resembles American folk art of the mid-nineteenth century; the painter apparently 

knows little about anatomy – the neck curves oddly, and is too thin at the top, while the 

three-quarter profile appears flattened – however, for all that, the viewer senses that this 

is the portrait of a living woman, and one with a real sense of purpose. Rachel is pictured 

against a background showing a distant sunset over water, dressed once again in her 

Greek costume, perhaps as Phèdre: the diadem she wears looks somewhat like the one 

she actually wore for the role (Figure 7). Her association with nature, emphasized by the 

dramatic yet pastoral view in the background, is of a piece with Romantic ideas of 

femininity and passion; the fiery colors of the sunset contrast with the pearly tones of her 

skin, but the echoing spark in her eyes hints at suppressed strong feeling. In addition, the 

problems of proportion in the painting mean that Rachel’s head appears overlarge, 

especially in contrast to her spindly neck; the net result is an emphasis on her high 

forehead, indicating intellectualism. This is the image of a formidable woman. This 

painting has the feel of a work created by a devoted fan after viewing a particularly 

moving performance by the great tragedienne. The emotion it captures speaks volumes to 

explain her popularity and acclamation.  

 The last two paintings of Rachel I wish to discuss are of a different sort. Both are 

strongly infused with Romantic style. The first, an anonymous picture of the actress in 
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character as Roxane in Jean Racine’s Bajazet, emphasizes the exoticism of her costume 

as well as the direct challenge of her glance. The second, depicting her in what appear to 

be street clothes (during a rehearsal?), her eyes brimming with tears, almost has the 

immediacy of a snapshot. Both these pictures address aspects of her particular 

performance and are thus more individualized depictions than the paintings which turn 

her into an impersonal, timeless goddess of tragedy.   

 The painting of Rachel as Roxane (Figure 8) by an anonymous portraitist appears 

to depict a moment in the performance of the play. Bajazet (1672) is a seldom-performed 

relic of Orientalist fantasy which emerged from the playwright’s desire to create a story 

of contemporary (seventeenth-century) political and sexual drama without risking 

entanglement with or disapproval of the realities of the court of Louis XIV; thus it 

mingles the linguistic classicism which characterizes all Racine’s work (the alexandrine, 

a five-act structure, préciosité of language, the dramatic unities, et cetera) with a more 

modern subject. This combination may have helped to recommend it to Rachel, who was 

very reluctant in the first part of her career to perform works outside the classical French 

canon. In any case, this portrait illustrates the hauteur and disdain associated with the 

character (Roxane orders the execution of her lover, Bajazet, after he spurns her 

affections), while bringing to the forefront her difference as an Oriental woman. The play 

is set in the Ottoman Empire of the seventeenth century; the setting gave Rachel an 

opportunity to stand out, while simultaneously underlining her own difference as a well-

known, resolutely Jewish actress.
51

 Indeed, in reviews of the play her Jewishness was 
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conflated with Roxane’s “Oriental” origins, giving her portrayal of the character an air of 

inevitability. In Jules Janin’s words:  

Le grand mérite et le grand talent de mademoiselle Rachel, c’est qu’elle touchait 

d’une main réservée, ingénue et toute filiale, à ces oeuvres délicates. On eût dit un 

bel enfant qui tient un oiseau dans sa main ; plus d’une fois l’enfant a laissé partir 

l’oiseau, tant il avait peur de l’étouffer. Sans nul doute le rôle de Roxane 

appartenait à mademoiselle Rachel par le droit de sa naissance, mais il fallait le 

conquérir, et qui donc pouvait espérer, parmi les gens de goût, que cette enfant 

trouverait, par intuition, ces rages soudaines, ces fureurs cachées et ce mot 

terrible : Sortez ! Sortez !  qui est une condamnation capitale...
52

 (emphasis in the 

original) 

 

 The anonymous painter, showing Rachel in the role of Roxane, puts as much 

effort into his depiction of her costume as into her expression. She is dressed in a 

colorful, remarkable busy ensemble, including a dark red jacket with a plunging v-

neckline, a necklace of what appear to be gold coins, and an ornate turban whose scarf 

ends in a long, luxurious golden fringe dangling over one shoulder. The turban itself is 

red on the back of her head, white (richly patterned in warm colors) around her face, and 

ornamented with a huge brooch from which a jewel (a pearl?) falls onto her forehead. 

The only nods to nineteenth-century fashion in the picture are the actress’s hairstyle, 

which incorporates modish ringlets, and the Romantic, proto-Impressionist looseness of 

line and brushwork.  

 Although this painting is far less studied than the allegorical portraits examined 

above, it, unlike them, captures something of Rachel’s performance of this specific role. 

Looking at it, we get a sense of the hauteur and passion she brought to the part. Her 

Roxane is a woman entirely sure of herself and her own power, more than capable of 

sending a man to his death for daring to insult her. In this portrait, unlike the 
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depersonalized images of her as Tragedy, she looks like a real woman with real thoughts 

and emotions; though she is still very much playing a role, her character has her own 

motivations and goals. Rachel, the actress, here regains her interiority. Her 

contemporaries agreed that her intellectual engagement with her roles was extraordinary 

and all-consuming; through this anonymous work, we can begin to get a sense of the 

intelligence she brought to her performance. Théophile Gautier  documents the minute 

attention she gave to each detail of her work, through her creation of another role: 

Qu’importe la tragédie, pourvu qu’on ait la tragédienne ! – Mademoiselle Rachel 

a fait de cela un ravissant poëme, dont tout l’honneur lui revient. Avec un son de 

voix, une intonation, un geste, un regard, un pli de draperie, un camée sur 

l’épaule, une certaine façon de nouer ses cheveux et de laisser tomber ses bras, 

elle a réalisé une délicieuse figure qui justifie l’amour effréné d’Appius. […] 

Mademoiselle Rachel paraît dès le premier acte, et ne quitte presque pas la scène. 

Quelle tragédie ne réussirait pas avec cela !
53

 

 

This portrait gives us a glimpse into what Gautier saw, that which we cannot witness: the 

qualities that made her such a remarkable performer.  

 The portrait of Rachel (Figure 9) by the British artist William Etty (1787-1849) 

was painted while the actress was on tour in London in 1841; I have chosen to examine it 

last among the paintings here considered because it, like the depiction of the actress as 

Roxane, evidences a preoccupation with her interior life (or possibly her acting), rather 

than her use as an allegorical figure. Current criticism suggests it was produced in a 

single sitting, accounting for its unfinished quality.
54

 Although it was apparently hastily 

done, the effect is arresting: Etty has captured Rachel’s striking coloring, playing up the 

                                                           
53

 Théophile Gautier, Histoire de l’art dramatique en France depuis vingt-cinq ans, p. 71. Gautier is 

referring to her performance on April 7, 1845, at the Comédie-Française in Virginie by Isidore Latour de 

Saint-Ybars, a contemporary tragedy written in the classical style. 
54

 Exhibition catalogue: Burnage, Hallett and Turner, William Etty: Art and Controversy, York Museums 

Trust, 2011. 



59 
 

contrast between her fair skin and her thick black hair and dark eyes, all of which are in 

turn set off by the brown background and dress (whose outlines are barely sketched in). 

The portrait is full of movement; the actress looks as if she is in mid-gesture, perhaps 

rehearsing a role; her eyes appear to be brimming with tears, and in some reproductions 

of this picture, tears can actually be seen trickling down her left cheek. The artist shows 

and elicits a profound sympathy with his subject. This very humanizing treatment of the 

performer, made early in her career, is the antithesis of the allegorical use to which her 

image was put by Gérôme, Dubufe and Amaury-Duval. While Etty insists upon her talent 

and individuality, his painting in effect makes her more human than ordinary people – 

feeling more deeply – rather than less. Again, Gautier’s criticism illuminates this aspect 

of her gift: 

Cette jeune fille élancée et mince, qui pourrait se faire une ceinture de son 

diadème, cet enfant au corps souple, aux mains fluettes, au pied mignon, au front 

bombé, aux yeux pleins de sombres éclairs… […] [T]oute la passion maladive du 

temps où nous vivons agite ces membres frêles, inquiets, nerveux et tirant de 

l’énergie morale la force que les anciens tiraient de l’énergie physique. – Cette 

fièvre moderne qui bouillonne sous toutes les froideurs de la vieille tragédie, et 

qui parvient toujours à trouver quelque échappement, est une des causes 

inconnues et inavouées du succès de la jeune tragédienne. (71) 

 

Rachel is, in Gautier’s view, a great actress at least in part because of a remarkable depth 

of feeling, which she is able to harness and turn to great effect. Her “modern fever” 

electrifies and animates the works she performs; the meeting between her nineteenth-

century passion and the purity and nobility of classical tragedy constitutes the ideal 

display of her talent. 

 The final image of Rachel in the plastic arts I wish to consider is a curious hybrid: 

Francisque Joseph Duret’s (1804-1865) larger-than-life-size sculpture of “Rachel sous les 
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traits de la Tragédie” (Figure 30), created in 1865 and now in the collection of the 

Comédie-Française. Although the work’s title indicates an effort at allegorical use of the 

actress’s image, I would argue that its effect differs strongly from those of the painted 

allegories considered above. Duret’s statue does resemble classical Roman sculpture in 

important ways. The medium, white marble, carries strong stylistic associations; the 

figure’s placement on an austere but throne-like chair seems to place it in antiquity, as do  

Rachel’s costume, her necklace, her sandaled feet, and the diadem upon her head. 

However, this work ultimately does not reify its subject to the same extent as the Dubufe, 

Gérôme and Amaury-Duval works.  

 In Duret’s statue, Rachel maintains her specific identity and her humanity – 

although at a cost. This statue, completed after the actress’s death, was conceived as a 

memorial to her career and a permanent addition to the physical monument of the 

Comédie-Française. It gives the viewer a sense of the vitality of her portrayal of Racine’s 

unfortunate Greek queen, Phèdre. Duret has chosen to record Rachel, not in a classical 

pose, but in movement. Her body is relaxed – she is leaning against the back of her chair, 

her knees are parted under her chiton, her right arm is draped carelessly in her lap – as, 

with her left hand, she grasps the edge of her veil as if about to pull it over her shoulder. 

Her torso and neck curve toward the right. Her face shows a pleasant, if serious, 

expression, and is immediately recognizable; this is Phèdre at her most seductive. Duret 

is presenting us with a woman calculatedly working to please the viewer (the fact that her 

tunic is falling off her right shoulder certainly does not counteract this impression). His 

Rachel differs markedly from all the others we have seen, both in painting and in 

photography; elsewhere, she may be pleasing for her beauty, her youth, her purity or her 
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severity, but here she is almost coquettish, in spite of her monumental scale. Hence the 

work’s lack of allegorical power: Tragedy may awe, inspire, or even frighten, but it does 

not seek to please.  

 The timing of Duret’s work, of course, contributed mightily to his artistic choices. 

By the time this sculpture was created, Rachel had been dead for seven years and the 

Romantic mode had become dominant in the plastic arts. The realism and comparative 

warmth of this figure situate it squarely in that tradition; however, at the same time, it 

employs a stylistic “vocabulary” placing it comfortably in the context of contemporary 

representations of women as archetypes.  

[The] method of characterisation by imitation of a recognisable iconographic type 

still takes place in conservative portraiture. It involves visual reference to 

precedents, often including an authoritative prototype. […] Minor variations and 

major deviations from the informal and flexible iconographic lineages could be 

exploited to characterise particular people in relation to the conventional 

expectations of their role. Portrait imagery was also responsive to the social and 

political circumstances of the sitter.
55

 

 

Though the iconographic vocabulary of this piece draws upon ancient Greek art (the 

wooden chair, the actress’s costume), it also places her in the nineteenth century. Her 

sinuous, seductive pose, the roundness of her limbs, the overall sense of the softness of 

the woman (even though she is rendered in marble), make her unquestionably modern. 

The statue is also thoroughly hagiographic (a characteristic shared with the more 

successfully allegorical portraits discussed earlier). At this point in history, Rachel 

already represents the glorious past of the national theatre; a monument to her is also a 

monument to Racine, to classicism, and ultimately to the French state.  
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 Common to all the portraits examined above is their emphasis on the 

exceptionalism, the specialness, of Rachel as an individual. While her profession means 

that any image of her may also be construed as a portrayal of someone else, it is 

incontrovertibly true that she is unlike other women. She is a chosen subject for artistic 

depiction, occasionally an archetype or even an allegory, and a source of fascination for 

artists throughout her career. Through each portrait, the onlooker may recognize the 

characteristics of the unique individual, such as her hairstyle, her facial features, her skin 

tone, the length of her neck and the distinctive shape of her forehead. While Rachel may 

certainly stand for a type, she is also a recognizable person, a celebrity whose image is 

reproduced (more or less successfully) for the pleasure and interest of her fans. 
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Figure 1. “Marie-Antoinette de Lorraine-Hasbourg (sic) et ses enfants,” Elisabeth Vigée-

Lebrun, 1787. Oil on canvas, 275.2 x 216.5 cm. Château de Versailles. 
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Figure 2. Mrs Siddons as the Tragic Muse, Sir Joshua Reynolds, 1783. Oil on canvas, 240 

x 148 cm. The Huntington Gallery. Photo by William Avery,  Wikimedia Commons. 
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Figure 3. La Tragédie, Eugène Emmanuel Pineu Duval d’Amaury-Duval, 1854. Oil on 

canvas, 167 x 115 cm. Collections de la Comédie-Française. 
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Figure 4.  La Tragédie, Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1859. Oil on canvas, 220 x 187 cm. 

Collections de la Comédie-Française. Painted after the death of the subject ; Rachel’s 

face is clearly copied from the photograph by Charles Nègre in Figure 19.  
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Figure 5. Rachel dans le rôle de Camille, Edouard Dubufe, 1850. Oil on canvas, 125 x 

101 cm. Collections de la Comédie-Française. Portrait painted in London while Rachel 

was on tour. 
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Figure 6. Rachel, H. D. Riuck, undated. Oil on canvas, 48 x 38 cm. Collections de la 

Comédie-Française. 
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Figure 7. Diadem with precious stones worn by Rachel in the role of Phèdre, 1843. 

Gilded metal, colored stones; 16 cm. in diameter. Collections de la Comédie-Française. 

Note the similarity to the headdress worn by the statue of Hera in the Louvre, Figure 14. 
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Figure 8. Rachel dans Bajazet, Anonymous painting, circa 1850. Oil on canvas, 56 x 46 

cm. Collections de la Comédie-Française.  
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Figure 9. Mlle Rachel, William Etty, 1841. Oil on board, 61.5 x 46 cm. York Art Gallery. 

A very different view of Rachel, seemingly in mid-rehearsal. 
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Figure 10. Rachel sous les traits de la Tragédie, Francisque Joseph Duret, 1865. Marble 

statue, 160 x 82 x 104 cm. Collections de la Comédie-Française. Posthumous depiction of 

Rachel in her Phèdre costume. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Circulation of the Image: The Star as Femme Publique 

 

 The concept of celebrity incorporates two divergent ways of thinking about 

famous people: their commonality with the rest of us, and, at the same time, their 

exceptionalism. Over the last two hundred years, there has been a tectonic shift in the 

Western understanding of fame and the balance between these two emphases. Under the 

Ancien Régime in France, the great were celebrated largely for who they were in the 

fabric of society: for their family connections or nobility, for their beauty (women), for 

their military or intellectual prowess (men), and, more and more with the advent of the 

Revolution, for their political standing (men again). All these traits have in common the 

fact that they are perceived as largely permanent, innate attributes of their bearers. A 

noble, a cardinal, a general, or a renowned beauty have in common their exceptionalism. 

If on the other hand we consider those set apart by their talent (such as artists), we find 

that in prerevolutionary Europe they were generally regarded as servants of the elites for 

whom they labored. The famous, in this world, were intrinsically dissimilar to the vast 

majority of the human race; their essential difference set them apart and even created a 

barrier to understanding the ways in which they were human.  

 One of the many ways in which the career of Rachel Félix marks a dividing point 

between premodern and modern celebrity culture is the fact that, contemporary with her 
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rise to prominence on the Parisian stage, a sea change in the intrinsic understanding of 

fame was underway. Following the Revolution of 1789, the ideas of celebrity and what 

merits public attention became more mutable, less fixed to a person’s hitherto-

unchangeable social status and more strongly correlated with ability. The career of 

Napoléon Bonaparte, in many ways the original self-made man in France, strongly 

informs this shift; his rise from humble beginnings to domination of Western Europe 

demonstrated forcefully the extent to which a modern man might take charge of his own 

destiny.
56

 The Emperor’s life story, with its extreme reversals of fortune, embodied for 

the first time in the popular consciousness the individual’s ability to control and 

manipulate his own fate. Rachel, not coincidentally, harbored a predilection for all things 

(and men) Napoleonic throughout her maturity.
57

 Like her only real predecessor in the 

creation of theatrical stardom, the actor François-Joseph Talma (1763-1826), Rachel 

demonstrated a facility for self-creation and self-promotion that was, in its way, on a par 

with that of Bonaparte himself. 

 The parallels between the actress and the emperor she idolized are many. Both 

came from obscure beginnings and were born outside metropolitan France (though 

Corsica was in fact ceded to France by Genoa the year before Napoleon’s birth). Both 

spoke languages other than French in childhood: the general kept his pronounced Italian 

accent his entire life, while Rachel occasionally surprised her friends by speaking 

Yiddish with her family. Each of the two revealed a hitherto unsuspected talent during 
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their school years – Napoleon’s for history and strategy, Rachel’s for language and 

interpretation. And both eventually carved out a completely new place for themselves in 

the world, through a measure of uncommon daring underpinning their natural talents. 

Napoleon had the audacity to overthrow the triumvirate of post-Revolutionary France 

(like his own model, Caesar); Rachel showed a single-minded devotion to stage 

performance and the purity of archaic language that seemed directly at odds with the 

stereotypical laxity of character expected of actresses – and also a completely unexpected 

tendency to place her family ties above all other considerations, even the acquisition of 

influential lovers who might promote her career. As Rachel was born too late to 

experience firsthand the emperor’s influence in France, her understanding of him and his 

legacy was inevitably romanticized, both by her family’s social milieu and by the fact 

that, for the Jews, Napoleon’s rule was a largely positive experience (he made the Jews 

citizens for the first time, and accorded them all the rights of Frenchmen). The actress, 

like the emperor, had to balance and maintain both threads of the fabric of celebrity, 

showing herself to be at once the rule (a hardworking member of society like any other) 

and the exception (a performer of genius).  

 The explosion in development of the media in France, beginning with the 

publication of Emile de Girardin’s daily newspaper, La Presse, in Paris in 1836 and the 

invention of photography in Paris by Joseph Nicéphore Nièpce and Louis-Jacques 

Daguerre in 1838, is inextricably linked to the evolution of the idea of celebrity. Jason 

Goldsmith begins his essay “Celebrity and the Spectacle of Nation” by remarking “the 

meretricious nature of celebrities, famous not because they have done anything to merit 
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acclaim, but because their images have been widely publicised and promoted. […] 

[Celebrity is] based on a regime of publicity and spectacle.”
58

 

Rachel benefited like no performer before her from the existence of these new 

means of communicating and disseminating information, all of which were deployed to a 

specific end. As Tom Mole observed with regard to the English actress, Mary Robinson,  

For [her] to be a celebrity in the modern sense, however, it was not enough for her 

simply to be mentioned in the press, represented in portraits, engravings and 

caricatures, or seen on stage and in public. The extensive circulation of her name 

and image had to be accompanied by a discourse that comvinced her audience 

that, when they encountered her performed or mediated identity, they were 

entering into a relationship with her authentic self; […] they were coming to 

know her as a person. I have called this discourse ‘the hermeneutic of intimacy’: 

an intertextually elaborated paradigm for approaching the products of celebrity 

culture as conduits through which to form an asymmetrical, mediated relationship 

with the celebrated individual.
59

 

 

Her historical importance was magnified by the coincidence of timing, and her rapport 

with her public took full advantage of the fact. She was one of the first women to be 

frequently photographed, and even though she died before the first popular duplication 

technology (the carte de visite, invented by André Disdéri in 1854) came into wide use 

with the publication of photographs of Napoléon III in 1859, pictures of her were avidly 

collected by fans for the rest of the century. She was also the exemplar of a new kind of 

relationship between performer and critic, in that she was an almost weekly subject of 

reviews in the Parisian press – and one critic, Jules Janin, writing in the Journal des 

Débats, actually claimed credit for “discovering” her and bringing her to the attention of 

le monde, the relatively small opinion-making segment of the Parisian public. Stories 
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about Rachel, either her performances or her increasingly scandalous personal life, sold 

newspapers. This actress, far more than her predecessors, made news even when she 

wasn’t on stage. The shift was remarkable, electrifying – and rendered her vulnerable in 

entirely new ways.  

 

Photography as an expression of commonality 

 The mechanical process of photography, at its inception in the late 1830s, 

resembled the painting of a portrait much more than it does today. Long exposure times 

and heavy, delicate equipment meant that photographic subjects tended to have their 

likenesses made in the practitioner’s studio. Sitters had to be immobilized for a relatively 

long period (up to twenty or thirty minutes, in the beginning) in order to produce a clear 

image, necessitating the use of props such as columns or tables and even head clamps. 

Many of the conventions of portraiture were carried over from paint to the daguerreotype 

and beyond; formal poses, choices of clothing and expression, and the inclusion of props 

with symbolic content are all examples.  

 However, photography differed from traditional portraiture in some radical ways. 

One of the most significant, with regard to the question of commonality or 

democratization, was the nature of the commercial transactions surrounding the making 

of a daguerreotype. Commissioning a painted portrait had been expensive, time-

consuming, and chancy, although prestigious; the likeness produced might not please the 

customer, and long hours of sitting were generally necessary to the creation of the final 

product. By contrast, anyone who could pay the photographer’s fee could buy a 

daguerreotype of himself or his loved ones – and the image produced by the camera was 
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almost universally acknowledged to be a faithful and more or less “scientific” 

representation of its subject. The leveling effects of photography, so much more 

accessible than its antecedent, brought about a paradigm shift in the public perception of 

the images produced, enabling a person of moderate means to own and keep an 

incontestably true-to-life image of his family or friends (or of an admired public figure, 

such as an actress). In a way, technology facilitated for the first time the possibility of a 

separation between a subject’s presence and his or her (presumably) scientifically  perfect 

likeness. The critic André Bazin, writing on “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” 

explains the implications of the process, and its differentiation from that of creating a 

painting, thus:  

No matter how skillful the painter, his work was always in fee to an inescapable 

subjectivity. The fact that a human hand intervened cast a shadow of doubt over 

the image. Again, the essential factor in the transition from the baroque to 

photography is not the perfecting of a physical process […]; rather does it lie in a 

psychological fact, to wit, in completely satisfying our appetite for illusion by a 

mechanical reproduction in the making of which man plays no part. The solution 

is not to be found in the result achieved but in the way of achieving it.
60

 

 

With the introduction of the duplication process of the carte de visite (which was 

a way of making eight identical copies of an image from a single exposure), the process 

became even more privileged over the product. Images became less unique, less valuable 

in and of themselves, and even, in the end, disposable: 

Nineteenth-century cartes de visite – the small photograph portrait which enjoyed 

wildfire popularity in France and Britain from about 1858 to 1863 – are 

distinctive in their surplus of ordinariness. They are commonplace literally (they 

were made affordable and popular by mechanical reproduction) and aesthetically. 
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Small in scale and printed on flimsy paper, they are visually repetitive and show 

little innovation in their formal characteristics.
61

 

 

The very name “carte de visite” suggests their use – they were to be left behind when 

paying social calls, as a means of identification and a remembrance. They employed a 

limited visual vocabulary and by their uniformity, in the words of Lara Perry (citing John 

Plunkett),  

[facilitated]… a collective identity which digested both celebrities and the 

ordinary citizen. Geoffrey Batchen has similarly suggested that carte photographs 

actually functioned through their derivative nature, offering a visual register of 

emerging notions of equality in citizenship for the bourgeois body politic that 

emerged in the nineteenth century. In each of these existing accounts of the carte 

de visite, the standardization and ubiquity of the carte de visite image is 

represented as a function (and technology) of the social mechanization or 

standardization of the subject – or in Batchen's words, ‘the sublimation of the 

individual to the mass’. (730-731) 

 

 Principal among the pictures of Rachel which emphasize her commonality with 

and approachability for her public are those which depict her in street clothing. There are 

far fewer of these images extant than those of her in costume and in character; however, 

they emphasize a different side of the actress’s character than her “professional” portraits. 

These photographs are of interest for several reasons. In spite of the fact that we, as 

viewers, more or less automatically assume these representations to be more “authentic” 

than her character photos, the question of intended audience is an important one. For 

whom were these images made? Were they intended solely for Rachel’s family and 

friends, or were they created with an eye to a wider distribution?  

In The Exceptional Woman: Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and the Politics of Art, Mary 

D. Sheriff explains that until the popularization of museums in the mid-nineteenth 
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century, painted portraits were in fact intended for consumption by a select audience; 

aside from a few works of propaganda commissioned by royalty, they would generally 

have been viewed only by the friends and family of the sitter. Portraits were hung in more 

or less private spaces in the home, and access to them was controlled by their owners; in 

the absence of an easy means of reproduction, these images remained under strict control. 

Some remnant of this atmosphere of privacy and privileged access, I would argue, 

remained attached to images produced through early photography – especially those 

which depicted people in less formal, more relaxed settings and poses. Sheriff makes this 

point specifically in relation to Vigée-Lebrun’s pictures of Marie Antoinette in informal 

clothing and surroundings; these works were scandalous for the sense of familiarity they 

conveyed, yet ultimately excusable because they were not meant for public viewing. This 

double nature of the intimate portrait traveled down through the years to the invention of 

photography. Thus, the images of Rachel in street clothes, posed in domestic interiors, 

carry a connotation of greater intimacy and greater verisimilitude than those of her in 

costume and makeup, playing one of her well-known stage roles – this in spite of the fact 

both types were widely circulated among her fans. In his analysis of the late-nineteenth-

century dancer Cléo de Mérode’s relation to her own widely-disseminated images (in this 

case, postcards), Michael Garval brings into focus the essential relinquishment of control 

on the part of the portrayed celebrity. Mérode participated in the production (and 

authorized the sale) of pictures of herself both in costume and in street clothes; however, 

like Rachel, the resulting perceived access on the part of her public led to unforeseen 

consequences. Garval explains: 
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Yet even the part of Mérode's celebrity that seemed most within her grasp could 

defy her. Those carefully-staged photographs could spin out of control, once they 

entered circulation. Like in a fantastic tale, these images came back to haunt her, 

as fans pursued her with postcards to autograph, so much so that she preferred to 

hide in her hotel room while on tour. Reminiscent of the "sorcerer's apprentice,” 

she had unleashed something that she did not entirely understand, nor master.
62

 

 

The “sorcerer’s apprentice” reference is to Mérode’s own thoughts on her situation, 

quoted by Garval as an epigraph to his article: 

As soon as critics started to heap praise on me, and columnists began to talk about 

me almost daily, I was invited to pose for the top photographers: Benque, Auguet, 

Reutlinger, Manuel. When I began to frequent their studios, it was as if, like a 

sorcerer's apprentice, I had opened floodgates that were impossible to shut. 

Unscrupulous people copied the best photos, and used them to make an infinite 

number of postcards. These cards circulated all over the place; and, for a few 

pennies, anyone could buy himself a picture of "Cléo" . . . . (n.p.) 

 

Rachel’s cartes de visite no doubt produced similar results. 

   

In his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” 

Walter Benjamin addresses the question of how the reproduction (and by implication, the 

circulation) of images affects the way in which they and their subjects are understood. 

Benjamin suggests that not only art itself, but the perception and understanding of it on 

the part of the public changes with innovation in artistic styles or techniques.
63

 In other 

words, the invention of photography, so central to the creation of Rachel’s particular 

celebrity, affected not only her image but also the ways in which that image was read by 

her audiences. Benjamin particularly discusses the impact of this uniquely mechanized 
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medium upon the understanding of what constitutes art, which in his analysis is 

inextricably linked to “aura” – a term he defines thus: 

… [I]f changes in the medium of present-day perception can be understood as a 

decay of the aura, it is possible to demonstrate the social determinants of that 

decay.  

What, then, is the aura? A strange tissue of space and time: the unique apparition 

of a distance, however near it may be. […] [The decay of the aura] rests on two 

circumstances, both linked to the increasing emergence of the masses and the 

growing intensity of their movements. Namely: the desire of the present-day 

masses to “get closer” to things, and their equally passionate concern for 

overcoming each thing’s uniqueness [Uberwindung des Einmaligen jeder 

Gegebenheit] by assimilating it as a reproduction. Every day the urge grows 

stronger to get hold of an object at close range in an image [Bild], or, better, in a 

facsimile [Abbild], a reproduction. And the reproduction [Reproduktion], as 

offered by illustrated magazines and newsreels, differs unmistakably from the 

image. Uniqueness and permanence are as closely entwined in the latter as are 

transitoriness and repeatability in the former. (23; emphases in the original) 

As these ideas apply to the place of photography in the creation of Rachel’s stardom, they 

help to explain how the accessibility of her (mechanically reproduced) image to her fans 

at once brings her closer to them, giving them a sense of ownership, and also cheapens 

her image (and by association, herself) as a possession of the masses. The “aura’ of 

which Benjamin speaks is a particularly interesting concept when applied to Rachel’s 

image and her career; on the one hand, her art as an actress is ephemeral, distinctly 

anchored in a unique time, place and shared experience; but on the other, her 

participation in the creation, promotion and sale of her own image constitutes a deliberate 

destruction of her own uniqueness, the “decay of the aura” he considers in the above 

passage. Thus her relationship to her own publicity machine is actively self-

contradictory: what makes her art special, at least for Benjamin, is its specific location in 
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space and time; but her efforts – and those of critics and publicists – to broaden its appeal 

rob it of that specificity.  

 The photographs of Rachel in street clothes, then, may be said to doubly 

emphasize her commonality with the viewer, in that they show the woman, not as she is 

on stage, but in “real life” (never mind that these images are constructed like any others), 

while also destroying the aura of her art by dissolving the performer’s relationship to the 

spectator. Her image is no longer anchored to her performance or even to her presence; it 

is available to be appropriated by anyone who desires it, and for any purpose.  

The four daguerreotypes of Rachel not in costume which I have located all date 

from relatively late in her career; the first is from 1853, and the last – an image shocking 

to a modern viewer, though not at all unusual for the time period – is of her on her 

deathbed in 1858. The first three all show the subject seated, in interior settings, 

fashionably dressed in clothing which disguises her extreme thinness (much remarked by 

her contemporaries in an era when standards of female beauty demanded a fuller figure). 

Two of the portraits, Figures 11 and 14, were made by Charles Nègre; Figure 12 is 

credited in at least one source to “Gérôme” (perhaps Jean-Léon Gérôme, the painter), and 

Figure 13 is anonymous.  

 Figure 11, dating from 1853, is an image made presumably in Nègre’s studio. The 

background is notable for its featurelessness; Rachel is posed very casually indeed, seated 

in a chair turned slightly away from the camera. Her hair is dressed in a fashionable yet 

unfussy style, centrally parted and symmetrically waved around her face. Her dress is 

simple, even severe; the wide collar is characteristic of 1850s day or promenade dresses, 

but the bodice and skirt, though apparently made of a sumptuous fabric given the way 
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they reflect light, lack the frills so common in women’s fashion of the time. She is 

dressed expensively, yet is self-assured enough to ignore at least some of the conventions 

of current style. Most interesting is the position of her hands. They lie in her lap in a way 

that does not echo the conventions of painted portraiture; their seemingly heedless 

placement gives the image a feel that is almost that of a modern snapshot. The inclination 

of Rachel’s head and her expression combine to produce the impression that she is 

actively engaging the photographer (or the viewer) in conversation. She looks alive, 

interested, and active in a way unusual for pictures of this period. This photograph creates 

the illusion of looking into a private moment in the actress’s life. In conveying such an 

impression it is a forerunner of the modern celebrity press which tracks the personal lives 

of actors, musicians, models and other public figures.  

Figures 12 and 13 may be grouped together. Both were taken at Le Cannet, the 

small town in the south of France where Rachel died; the captions for each give them the 

special weight accorded to evidence of mortality – “quelques mois avant sa mort;” “le 

dernier portrait” – which undoubtedly added to their value as collectors’ items for her 

public. The two pictures look staged, showing the actress posed in more conventional 

mid-1850s day dress against a backdrop; the props included (a side table draped in 

tapestry and flowers in Figure 12, the faint tracery of a heavy drape in the background of 

Figure 13) bespeak at once wealth (as in a painted portrait) and the de rigueur trappings 

of any photographer’s studio. Although we know that their subject was in the throes of 

advanced tuberculosis when these images were made, no hint of illness can be read in her 

visage. She looks healthy, even smiling (in Figure 13), and is dressed in fashionable 

clothing which once again disguises her slender frame. Her body is arranged in poses 
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borrowed from painted portraits; when we compare these daguerreotypes with the 

contemporary Ingres portrait of Mme Moitessier (Figure 14), it is immediately evident 

just how much they owe to the tradition of ‘honorific portraiture.’ The pose in Figure 13 

in particular, like the Ingres portrait, conveys a stereotypically feminine message: 

[The pictures] represent their model in a posture borrowed from classical figures. 

The gesture shared by both models in which the right hand is placed delicately on 

the face, and which can be interpreted both as a sign of reflection and tranquility, 

is a gesture found in other [sic] classical representations, such as the frescoes of 

Herculaneum. 
64

 

These photographs depict Rachel as a lady of leisure, occupied only with being beautiful 

and ornamental. They belie the intense effort she put into her art and the stress she 

endured as her illness progressed; instead, they show her very much as a bonne 

bourgeoise of her era. There is nothing to set her apart from any other well-heeled 

woman having her portrait made, except that these images became matter for public 

consumption instead of remaining in the private sphere of family and friends.  

The question of intended audience for all three of the photographs discussed 

above is an interesting one, and ultimately very difficult if not impossible to answer. 

Given their representation of the star as a private individual – if the viewer were not 

aware of her identity, these could be portraits of any fairly well-off midcentury lady – 

perhaps they were made to be kept at home or given to good friends. However, they have 

survived and made their way into the historical record precisely because of the 

uniqueness of their subject. Their existence is an embodiment of the tension between the 

two currents of celebrity. 
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The final image in this group stands alone, both for its subject matter and for the 

meanings which may be read into it. In the archives of the Musée d'Art et d'Histoire du 

Judaïsme in Paris I encountered a daguerreotype made of the actress on her deathbed 

(Figure 15). Her body, dwarfed by its surroundings, is shown in a great bed in the villa at 

Le Cannet owned by the playwright Victorien Sardou, where she spent the last months of 

her life. Charles Nègre made this image in January 1858 before she was removed to the 

train which carried her remains from Marseille to Paris, where her funeral drew 

unprecedented crowds.   

 The viewer's first impression of this photo, particularly when comparing it to 

those mentioned above, is that it is remarkably clear and close; the second is that its 

subject is either in extremis or already dead. The actress's dull, unfocused eyes and mouth 

are both slightly open, contributing to a mood of discomfort and artificiality. Taking as a 

point of departure the traditional understanding of the human eye as the "mirror of the 

soul,” we are here unpleasantly confronted with an expression which is at once 

unreadable and all too real and communicative. Her body is small, shrunken among the 

billowing bedclothes; her hair is pulled flat against her head, accentuating the delicacy of 

her features and the width of her forehead. Her parched lips are opened to reveal the glint 

of her teeth, her face is extremely pale against the dark fabric of her dress, and her hands 

are clasped over a book (a Bible?) on her bosom. Nègre, the photographer, or another 

witness may have wished to suggest repentance through this pose, an ironic choice for a 

public figure who famously refused all her life to convert to Christianity. The 

composition of this photograph reads like something of a morality play, not an unusual 

understanding of death by respiratory disease in the mid-nineteenth century; as viewers, 
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we can look at this image as an example of the wages of sin - of a dissolute life in the 

theatre – or, conversely, an illustration of the importance of repentance even on one’s 

deathbed. What is certain is that this picture was reprinted and collected by Rachel’s 

public and attained a fairly wide distribution. I have found some preliminary 

documentation suggesting the actress’s surviving family attempted to block the 

distribution of this photograph, but more research is necessary.
65

 

 This deathbed image, unlike the other photographs of Rachel examined above, is 

a fairly straightforward example of emphasis laid on her exceptionalism, not in dying, but 

in the collectability of the photograph. Such images were prized in mid-nineteenth-

century Europe and America as memento mori, kept to remind friends and family of the 

uniqueness of the deceased – or in this case, as a remembrance of the short, brilliant 

career of an admired performer. 

 The second, and far more numerous, category of photographs of Rachel consists 

of pictures of her in costume. Unlike the more ‘private’ images of the actress in street 

clothes, their purpose is fairly clear: namely, to promote her and her performances. These 

works are pure publicity, and as such represent some of the earliest efforts at using the 

photographic process for advertising; they were included as illustrations in books of the 

period, particularly Jules Janin’s Rachel et la tragédie, published the year after her death. 
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They were also frequently reproduced and collected as cartes de visite when the 

technology for their production became widespread, after 1859. As a result, numerous 

specimens of this type of image have been preserved in collections such as that curated 

by the University of Washington and accessible online.  

 The UW archive of cartes de visite is centered on the performing arts in the 

United States during the nineteenth century. (Rachel toured the Americas with a select 

troupe toward the end of her life.) It comprises more than eight hundred images of actors 

and actresses, dancers, opera singers, and vaudeville, circus and Wild West show 

performers, compiled by archivist Kathy Stice. Two images of Rachel are featured, both 

reproduced posthumously for her apparently still-avid public. These two cartes are of 

particular interest for their marked difference from those of other performers which make 

up the rest of the collection.  

 Rachel first appears as one of twenty-four “Popular Actresses” featured in a 

montage of portraits, all apparently adapted from cartes de visite (Figures 16 and 17). 

Alone among the images on the card, Rachel is portrayed in ancient Roman dress, 

costumed for her most celebrated role, that of Racine’s Phèdre. Almost all the other 

actresses are depicted in street dress of the mid-nineteenth century, or costumes that more 

or less approximate it; the exception is Adelaide Ristori, pictured as the title character of 

Eugène Scribe and Ernest Legouvé’s Médée. However, La Ristori’s portrait differs as 

well in that she is shown, not alone, but with the two children of Jason and Medea, and 

despite the monstrous character of her role, she is posed in a way that emphasizes her 

maternalism: she is holding one child in her arms, leaning solicitously over him and 

partially covering him with her veil, while the second holds onto her skirt. Even though 
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she is playing the part of a mother who commits infanticide, her characterization is 

expressed through the body language of a loving, normative parent, in line with 

nineteenth-century Romantic ideals of femininity.  

Rachel, by contrast, is alone; and more than that, she is self-possessed and self-

fulfilled. Her Phèdre does not need to be mirrored in other eyes or reflected through 

interactions with other players; she is in complete control of herself. Her costume does 

not insist upon the feminine outline of her body (indeed, her shape is obscured by 

drapery); unlike the other actresses, she is not corseted and wears no flowers, feathers or 

frills. Even though her costume is rather ornate by modern standards, its simplicity is 

marked by comparison; she wears bracelets, a chain around her neck, brooches on her 

shoulders and a severe triangular diadem, but even her jewels are governed by a stylistic 

fidelity to the Greek aesthetic she embodies. The other actress portraits grouped on this 

one souvenir card are posed calculatedly to charm, to enchant; the women depicted 

usually smile, and are dressed in pretty, flattering clothes, sometimes displaying bare 

arms or legs to titillate the viewer. If they are portrayed in a scene from a play, the 

significance of their action lies in a pictorial language of relationships, either between the 

actress and other people (in the case of La Ristori) or between the actress and her 

important props. Rachel, however, is fundamentally different; she stands alone in her 

Tragedy toga, a stern expression on her face, not engaging but rather impressing and even 

challenging the viewer. She relies not upon her charm but upon her authority; unlike the 

other actresses pictured in the collection, Rachel is Tragedy. Although this image is a 

photograph, in its insistence upon her difference, it acts more like a painting – a work still 

imbued with a certain pre-mechanical aura. 
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 This impression is further reinforced by the other carte de visite featuring the 

actress in the UW archive: a curious hybrid, it is actually a photograph of a painting, the 

portrait of Rachel as Camille in Horace painted by Edouard Dubufe at the height of her 

career and discussed in Chapter 2 above (Figure 13). Here she faces the viewer straight 

on, dressed again in a toga which conceals her physical form, on her head a simple ribbon 

worn as a headband. She has ornate earrings and a snake bracelet curving round her right 

arm, which is raised across her chest; the left is enfolded in drapery and resting on the 

back of an antique chair; the wall behind her is ornamented with a simple linear pattern, 

evoking ancient Pompeii, perhaps. The feeling of self-possession projected by this image, 

like that discussed above, is unmistakable. 

 Rachel’s appearance in the collection of cartes de visite is thus unique in another 

respect: she is the only actress in the archive to be pictured both as a painting and as a 

photograph. The temporal situation of her performing career sets her up as a natural 

bridge between the era of portraiture – and the attendant use of female figures as symbols 

of abstract ideas – and that of photography, devoted as no previous art form could be to 

the recording and documentation of individuality, even in those who, like her, spent their 

professional lives in the creation of false identities.  

 Because of this historical positioning, Rachel’s image holds a special and 

particularly messy place in the history of portrait photography. On the one hand, her 

career began at a time when she could reasonably be seen or portrayed, talented actress 

that she was, as a symbol. Accordingly, many of the painted portraits of her treat her as 

almost an abstract figure; in them, her image exerts the power of allegory. By contrast, 

the photographs of Rachel insist upon her individuality. Her public, collecting these 
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photos with a passion to match that of any star-struck teenager today, had the very new 

sensation of owning something which had touched their idol, something which proved 

she had been at a certain place at a certain time, which recorded the truth of her physical 

presence in a way paint could never do. As Richard Brilliant explains, quoting Roger 

Scruton:  

One of the most important differences between photography and portraiture as 

traditionally practiced lies in the relation of each to time. It is characteristic of 

photography that, being understood in terms of a casual relation to its subject, it is 

thought of as revealing something momentary about the subject – how the subject 

looked at a particular moment. And that sense of the moment is seldom lost in 

photography… Portrait painting, however, aims to capture the sense of time and 

to represent its subject as extended in time, even in the process of displaying a 

particular moment of its existence. Portraiture is not an art of the momentary, and 

its aim is not merely to capture fleeting appearances. The aim of painting is to 

give insight, and the creation of an appearance is important only as an expression 

of thought.
66

 

 

 This idea, of a photograph as a means of fixing the subject in time, was new and 

startling during the actress’s career, particular in view of the availability of painted 

representations of her which treated her image very differently.  

Other photographs of Rachel in costume create impressions similar to those 

engendered by the carte de visite image in Figure 17. Figures 19, 20, 21 and 23 comprise 

a set, all having been included as illustrations in Janin’s Rachel et la tragédie; given the 

fact that they were so grouped and their similarity of composition and style, they are 

probably the work of a single photographer. Each shows the actress in costume for one of 

her well-known roles, against either a featureless ground or more or less generic painted 

architectural backdrops. Her expressions and gestures in each give an insight into her 

style of performance; she is not only in costume, but in character. As Phèdre she looks 
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stricken, desperate; as Athalie she is imposing, solid and authoritative. Her Roxane is 

imperious and self-assured, and as a young princess (probably the title character of 

Virginie, a classical-style contemporary play written for her by Isidore Latour de Saint-

Ybars), her delicacy and femininity are emphasized, along with her seriousness. One can 

easily imagine the original purpose of these daguerreotypes: as publicity or as mementos 

of a performance, they would be equally striking.  

 Interestingly, these images are the earliest examples I have found of the 

(potential) use of photography in advertising. The new technique offered the first means 

of fixing, through mechanical reproduction, the essentially ephemeral art forms of stage 

performance; even though Rachel’s movements and most especially her voice remained 

transitory, at least one or two vital moments of a play could be preserved for all time. The 

effect was extraordinary, and goes a long way to explain the survival of so many of these 

pictures (collected and preserved by fans) as well as a certain excitement and sense of 

difference of the quality of her stardom. Through photography, Rachel’s image and most 

dramatic moments could cross space and time and be enjoyed by people who never laid 

eyes on her in person. Her uniqueness, paradoxically, was made available for mass 

consumption.  

 The image in Figure 19 merits particular discussion, as it has become, through 

time, the most influential photograph of the star. It shows Rachel in costume as Phèdre, 

her slight body swathed in a voluminous toga, a cloak and a veil over her diadem. Her 

hairstyle, her costume and even her pose are consciously copied from the ancient Greek 
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statues she observed at the Louvre.
67

 Her expression, however, is truly arresting, as it 

embodies Phèdre’s guilt, fear, and sense of impending doom; and it is this facial 

expression which has been appropriated numerous times. Jean-Léon Gérôme, in his 

painting La Tragédie (1859, discussed in chapter 2 above), copied her face (but not her 

body) directly from this photograph. More recently, the same daguerreotype has been 

used by the Musée d’Art et d’Histoire du Judaïsme of Paris as the cover of an exhibition 

catalogue (Rachel: une vie pour le théâtre, 1821-1858, 3 March - 31 May 2004), and in 

summer 2012 it appeared, colorized, in wall-sized posters in the Paris Métro to publicize 

an exhibition at the Musée de la Vie Romantique (Figure 22).  

 This image is unique not only for its widespread circulation but also for the 

varieties of meaning attached to it through its multiple iterations. Gérôme’s painting uses 

Rachel as a symbol, robbing her of her individuality and at the same time placing her 

outside the realm of human experience. Conversely, the publication of the image as a 

collectible carte de visite after her death made it possible to construe ownership of this 

memento as ownership of a tiny piece of her performance, a visible, tangible proof of 

memory, a way of saying that the owner had witnessed something unique and special that 

was now vanished. Its inclusion in Janin’s book on the star makes it a point of reference 

for his discussion of her performance – and he pointedly credits this role and her 

enactment of it with the resuscitation of tragedy (as opposed to the new Romantic genre, 

the drame): 
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Quoi donc! Ces larmes, ces douleurs, ce grand crime de l’amour, innocenté par 

l’amour, ce magnifique et touchant langage empreint de toutes les poésies et de 

toutes les passions que le cœur de l’homme… et de la femme peut contenir, 

depuis tantôt cinq grandes années que la tragédie est ressuscitée, on n’a pas songé 

à les remettre en lumière, à nous les rendre, et l’on dirait que ces merveilles 

redoutent le grand jour ! Quoi donc ! pas une voix, pas même la voix de 

mademoiselle Rachel, ne s’élève encore aujourd’hui pour déclamer ces beaux 

vers, l’insigne honneur de la langue française ! Et cependant on disait de toutes 

parts que la tragédie était ressuscitée ; que les chefs-d’œuvre étaient remis en 

honneur ; que l’Europe entière s’était de nouveau soumise aux anciens dieux.
68

  

 

For the critic, Rachel’s performance of Racine’s masterpiece, as illustrated by this 

photograph, embodies the superiority – linguistic, thematic, and even moral – of tragedy 

as compared to Romanticism. Janin’s reading of the picture contrasts strongly with its 

subsequent use in 21
st
-century contexts, in which it has been (ironically) associated 

principally with the Romantic. This correlation is based partially on the timing of 

Rachel’s career (concurrent with the rise of the drame), but also probably upon her 

remarkable expression in the image. This picture, and the others of Rachel in costume, 

may have been directly inspired by her understanding of classical art, but the pathos on 

her face speaks to the viewer of her emotional interiority, the most privileged realm of 

experience for the Romantics. This picture, perhaps more than any of the others, bespeaks 

the star’s artistry and personal experience; it sets her apart from all others. 

 

Newspaper stardom: the lure of publicity  

 Concurrent with the spread of photography, innovations in the press influenced 

the spread of Rachel's fame and the construction of the idea of celebrity as it applied to 

her and her successors. Emile de Girardin's La Presse began publication in 1836, at the 
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time of Rachel's rise at the Comédie-Française; as the first truly affordable daily 

newspaper in the capital, subsidized by advertising - and the first to include what would 

come to be called "faits divers" (what we might call “human interest” stories, or even 

gossip) - it and its competitors soon ushered in more modern coverage of the various 

social (as well as artistic) facets of celebrity.
69

 Her predecessors had attracted their public 

largely or entirely on the basis of their looks, their sexual availability and their rumored 

sexual exploits, but Rachel’s performance and her relationship to her art demanded a 

more cerebral appreciation. Lenard Berlanstein remarks this change: 

Celebrity came into existence through a public sphere – a collectivity of private 

individuals who speak for the public – and its handmaiden, print culture. […] The 

new public conferred its attention on people who stood out as a result of their 

achievements or distinguished status. […] The exclusive and largely male public 

of prerevolutionary France were very much inclined to confer celebrity status on 

female stage performers. […] Two questions, in particular, dominated interest in 

theater women: how beautiful they were and with whom they were sleeping.
70

  

 

By contrast, the "celebrity" coverage of La Presse, written by none other than Girardin's 

wife Delphine, had a more positive tenor. Her column, the “Courriers de Paris,” written 

under the pseudonym of the “Vicomte de Launay,” was widely read and appreciated, and 

gave her a unique forum for the promotion of her ideas about fame. Berlanstein contends, 

“Delphine de Girardin [...] avidly nurtured the concept of celebrity and was one of the 

first in France to use the term regularly. Madame de Girardin gave it a most favorable 
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connotation, as a synonym for 'people of talent'.”
71

 Even though Rachel was a woman 

and therefore subject to all the sexuality- and gender-related biases applied to women 

performers of her time, Mme de Girardin (in her male literary disguise!) accorded her 

true recognition of her remarkable abilities. 

 When Emile de Girardin began publication of La Presse in Paris in 1836,  the new 

paper broke with tradition in a number of ways. Most importantly, in contrast to previous 

periodicals, La Presse did not rely principally upon subscriptions; rather, it was sold in 

the streets by vendors. The fact that it was priced at about half the rate of its competitors 

certainly helped to establish it as well. Girardin’s paper is important in relation to 

Rachel’s professional life because it helped to make information about famous people in 

general more easily accessible to the average French middle-class reader; its appearance 

also heralded a popularization of the press which made ordinary citizens much more 

likely to be consumers of mass media; and finally, Girardin himself had a personal 

history with the actress. His affair with her, while not especially long-lived, was resolved 

in a friendship between them which endured until her death. Rachel was also, 

interestingly, close to Delphine, who was an author as well as a columnist and penned 

several plays especially for her.  

The new accessibility of print media was paralleled by some fundamental 

alterations in the newspaper itself. Mary Louise Roberts discusses this new culture of 

reportage in her study of women and the press, Disruptive Acts: The New Woman in Fin-

de-siècle Paris (2002). Before the mid-1830s, there had been no consensus on the correct 

conduct of the practice of journalism; rather, what passed for news writing was 
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constructed around frank opinion and political affiliation. However, with the 

professionalization of reporting that accompanied increased circulation, there came the 

first serious attempts at objective assessment of the news. This evolution of viewpoint, 

interestingly, facilitated the rise of the critic, in that a professional critic’s reception of a 

work of art was considered to have a value beyond that of a layperson’s opinion; thus, a 

recommendation by Jules Janin or Théophile Gautier with regard to a new play, for 

example, carried a considerable weight, both artistically and financially.  

Contributing to the professionalization of opinion writing was one of the principal 

cultural preoccupations of nineteenth-century France: the newly-found social mobility of 

the bourgeois and even, to an extent, the working classes. Criticism and its publication 

were necessary to Parisian society precisely because so many people and situations were 

no longer quite what they seemed, and the spread of social climbers, epitomized by 

characters such as Eugène de Rastignac in Honoré de Balzac’s Le Père Goriot (1843), 

was cause for considerable anxiety. In the (post-Revolutionary) absence of a strongly 

established and dominant noble class serving as primary consumers, culture in general 

and art in particular were now being produced in something of a free-for-all. The 

theatrical world of Paris was limited only by what the market would bear. And yet, the 

new consumer class – the moneyed bourgeoisie – experienced deep-seated misgivings 

about its tastes; it wanted to be taught to distinguish high art from low, good art from bad, 

the precious from the common. Professional criticism answered this anxiety. At the same 

time, the exponential growth in the availability of information (both in print and in 

images) fed it and kept it at a fever pitch throughout much of the rest of the century. Into 

the cultural space between this need and its fulfillment stepped the professional critic.  
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 In one of Delphine de Girardin's “Courriers de Paris,” found in the feuilleton 

section of La Presse, appeared the following (satirical, but still apt) prescription: 

Il y a bien encore un moyen de savoir à quelle classe de la société appartient une 

femme. Mais il se présente rarement dans un omnibus. On se trahit par son 

langage, mais on ne parle pas en omnibus. Toutefois, il peut arriver qu’un 

accident innatendu arrache une exclamation involontaire. La rencontre d’une 

voiture nouvelle et monstrueuse par exemple, peut exciter l’admiration et 

l’étonnement des voyageurs : Quelle singulière voiture ! dira la femme comme il 

faut à la personne qui l’accompagne. – Ah ! la drôle de voiture ! dira la femme 

semi comme il faut. – Quelle est straordinaire ! dira la demoiselle de boutique. – 

dites donc caucasse ! reprendra l’artiste de boulevard. – Queu machination de 

voiture ! s’écriera à son tour la fermière, - elle se rapproche en cela de la 

douairière de grande maison qui aurait dit : « Ah ! qué vilaine voiture ! » mais 

depuis longtemps celle-ci ne sort plus et d’ailleurs elle n’irait pas en omnibus. 

Enfin vous n’avez pas besoin de lever les yeux pour savoir avec qui vous êtes. 
72

 

 

Girardin is poking fun at the level of social uncertainty in Paris in the 1830s, but she 

touches a nerve. With the advent of increased social mobility created by a more and more 

industrialized, city-centered culture, it was only natural for the privileged to become 

profoundly anxious about the maintenance of their status and their differentiation from 

the masses. In this context, the role of the critic becomes vital; a person’s class can be 

ascertained by taste, even if all the other signifiers of social station (clothing, a fine 

house, means of transport) are now available for purchase. Pierre Bourdieu explains the 

resulting emphasis on personal discernment:  

While variations in educational capital are always very closely related to 

variations in competence, even in areas […] which are neither taught nor directly 

assessed by the educational system, the fact remains that, at equivalent levels of 

educational capital, differences in social origin […] are associated with important 

differences in competence. These differences become all the more striking […] 

firstly, when one appeals to a strict, and strictly assessable, competence and more 
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to a sort of familiarity with culture; and, secondly, as one moves from the most 

‘scholastic’ and ‘classical’ areas of culture to less legitimate and more 

‘outlandish’ areas of the ‘extra-curricular’ culture, which is not taught in schools 

but is valued in the academic market and can often yield high symbolic profit. 

The relative weight of educational capital in the system of explanatory factors can 

even be much weaker than that of social origin when the respondents are only 

required to express a status-induced familiarity with legitimate or soon-to-be 

legitimated culture, a paradoxical relationship made up of that mixture of self-

assurance and (relative) ignorance, expressing true bourgeois rights, which are 

measured by seniority.
73

 (emphasis mine) 

 

In other words, taste becomes all the more important in a newly egalitarian society as it 

becomes the most vital, and in some cases the only, infallible marker of an individual’s 

social class. The fact that Rachel, a consummate actress, eventually learned to mimic this 

kind of taste only added to societal anxiety about her and about actors in general. 

 The development of the press, and of theatrical criticism, at this point in the 

nineteenth century gave rise to a new closeness between performer and audience. This 

soon developed into a certain over-familiarity on the part of at least some segments of the 

public. For the first time, the audience at a play or opera had the sense, not of hoping to 

see a great performance unfold, but of expecting such a phenomenon, even to the point of 

taking it for granted. Théophile Gautier’s criticism of the behavior of Rachel’s public at a 

revival of Pierre-Antoine Lebrun’s Marie Stuart (1820) in December 1840 illustrates this 

beautifully.  

A propos de bouquets, nous hasarderons la réflexion suivante : Nous concevons 

parfaitement que, dans un moment d’enthousiasme, une femme jette le bouquet 

qu’elle tient à sa main, la fleur passée dans ses cheveux ; qu’un homme arrache la 

rose ou le camellia de sa boutonnière pour témoigner sa satisfaction à une 

chanteuse ou à une actrice qui s’est bien acquittée de son rôle : cela est naturel et 

tout simple ; mais nous ne comprenons pas qu’on arrive au théâtre avec son 

admiration arrangée en bouquets et entourée de papier blanc ; si par hasard 
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(hasard fréquent), la diva chante faux ou joue mal ce soir-là, - que faire ? – 

Remporter les bouquets prématurés ou les lancer à contre-temps ! Ces 

démonstrations devraient être réservées pour des triomphes éclatants ; en les 

prodiguant ainsi, on leur ôte leur valeur, et l’on inspire un amour-propre démesuré 

aux idoles qui en sont l’objet.
74

 

 

Gautier here decries the commercialization of audience behavior; the level of familiarity 

between viewer and performer – and the public’s lack of taste – has led to a situation in 

which audience acclamation has become a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the theatre he 

describes, there is a new split in the audience, between the well-qualified, more or less 

objective critic (a place occupied by Gautier himself) and the actively uncritical masses 

who bring wrapped bouquets and crowns to the performance, to be thrown onstage at the 

final curtain. In a way this split is a direct result of the democratization of the theatrical 

audience with the rise of the bourgeoisie; public opinion can now be shaped largely or 

even principally by men with little or no grounding in the niceties of high culture. No 

wonder Gautier’s tone is derisory or even defensive.  

  Another effect of the popularization of the daily or weekly paper was its ability to 

widely circulate images. Although the technology for the reproduction of photographs in 

the newspaper format was not developed until the very end of Rachel’s life, the advent of 

the daguerreotype made available images which were considered more ‘real,’ more true 

to life, than those made by painting or drawing. Daguerreotypes could be reproduced in 

print by means of engraving, produced by tracing over the photographic image. The 

resulting image was then ‘flipped’ laterally; as the Daguerre process created no negative, 

pictures produced by it were mirror images of the realities they captured. The inclusion of 
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these engravings in the press and in printed books became a common means of 

illustration. Concurrently, the increased circulation of newspapers provided the first 

opportunity for the general dissemination of caricatures, through what we would today 

term political or editorial cartoons. Rachel was a frequent subject of these caricatures; as 

her fame increased and she captured more of her public’s imagination, her image in these 

cartoons became an immediately understandable shorthand for a number of concepts: 

fame, avarice, Jewishness (as seen through the popular anti-Semitism of the day), art, 

classicism, and the mismatch between Rachel’s status as the sublime artist of the French 

language and her money-grubbing family. 

 The caricatures preserved through press circulation offer the modern reader a 

peculiar insight into the workings of the cult of celebrity as it was developing during 

Rachel’s career. The selection here presented is a small sampling of the critical visual 

depictions of Rachel printed during her lifetime. They represent multiple viewpoints on 

her stardom and her interaction with her public useful to the student of celebrity culture 

of the mid-nineteenth century.  

 All the caricatures included here were published by newspapers during Rachel’s 

career. They fall into several categories: those which address her looks (by the standards 

of the time, she was not considered beautiful, being too thin and too dark), her religion 

and its attendant stereotypes, her interaction with political figures, including the 

administration of the Théâtre-Français, and – of greatest interest with regard to the 

development of celebrity culture – her private life. Before this great expansion in the 

presence and importance of the press in city life, an actress had only limited exposure to 
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her public in her day-to-day existence. However, Rachel became an object of obsession 

to her fans in a way that had been previously impossible to conceive.  

 The caricature reproduced as Figure 26 depicts an instantly recognizable Rachel, 

terribly thin and dressed in her tragic toga, refusing an enormous sack of money from a 

bewigged man representing the Comédie-Française. The actress’s figure is so well-

known the caricaturist does not even need to show her face; though she is named in the 

caption, the reference is superfluous. Of interest, however, is the fact that the caricaturist 

has chosen to play upon the performer’s identification with her best-known role; she 

refuses the bribe in tones reminiscent of Camille (the virgin heroine of Pierre Corneille’s 

Horace), her first great triumph in the national theatre. Indeed, in playing on her 

identification with the purity of Corneille’s heroine, the unnamed artist has diametrically 

opposed the all-too-easy target presented by the actress’s Judaism, associated elsewhere 

with unmitigated avarice. He (presumably the artist is male) has rather chosen to 

exaggerate her slenderness – she is angular and almost bony – and her noble Roman 

bearing. In this reading, Rachel is too concerned with art, too high-minded, to accept 

even the offer of a great deal of money to stay with the state theatre.  

 The second caricature, “La grande tragédienne a fait sa quatre-vingt-dix-

neuvième rentrée” (Fig. 27), could not be more directly opposed to the first. In it, 

Rachel’s face is deliberately distorted to both render her ugly and emphasize a 

stereotypically “Jewish” appearance, with a prominent forehead, nose and lips. She rides 

in her triumphal Roman chariot to the doors of the Théâtre-Français seated atop a giant 

cashbox and accompanied by a herald with a drum; she is haughty, greedy, earthy and 

unattractive. The “rentrée” of the caption refers to her increasingly frequent absences 
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from the Comédie-Française, taken in order to tour both within France and in other 

countries. During these tours Rachel appeared with a company composed of selected 

performers, often including her siblings Sarah and Raphaël, her acknowledged inferiors  

in ability; her profits during the tours, however, were under her direct control –unlike her 

salary at the Comédie. She cannily used her contractually-protected vacations from the 

state theater to generate income for herself and her family, a fact which became well 

known (partially through depictions such as this drawing) and earned a certain amount of 

condemnation by those who thought financial concerns should be beneath the notice of a 

great artist. Rachel’s religion, predictably, was blamed.  

 Figure 28 also refers to Rachel’s frequent vacations and her touring. In this 

depiction, a skeletally thin Rachel, once again in her toga, is seen negotiating the 

ridiculously exaggerated terms of her contract with the director of the Comédie-Française 

(presumably Arsène Houssaye). This time she also shows the influence of racist 

stereotypes, in her overly pronounced forehead and long, hooked nose. The hapless 

director – who addresses her, even off the stage, as “princesse” – is dwarfed by her 

menacing figure. There is no mistaking the fact that the actress is in charge; her pose, 

arching over his seated form, evokes a puppeteer manipulating a marionette. In the 

confluence of racist expression, menace, ugliness and venality, this representation of 

Rachel is deeply expressive of a generalized anxiety about her power, her gender (the 

woman using the man as her puppet), and the relationship between the art of the actress 

and the acquisitiveness of the real woman.  

 Figures 29 and 30 differ from the other caricatures here in that they both present 

the actress more or less realistically, at least in terms of her personal appearance – 



104 
 

although in both images she is dressed for her role as Camille in Horace, the best-known 

role of her early career, her features are not distorted for racist or comic effect. In Figure 

29, she is depicted on stage, literally endangered by her fans’ enthusiasm as they hurl 

bouquets at her. Indeed, some are not satisfied with mere bunches of flowers; among the 

objects falling on her prostrate figure are flowerpots and even orange-tree planters. This 

drawing of a “tentative d’assassinat sur la personne de Mlle Rachel, commise à Marseille 

au mois de Juillet 1843, sous prétexte d’enthousiasme," is a comment not so much upon 

the performer, but upon the public and its unprecedented passion for her work. The young 

actress is pretty, in character, and serious; her audience, on the other hand, is ridiculous. 

The cartoon is obviously informed by the same sensibility as that expressed by Théophile 

Gautier when he lamented the fact that Rachel’s auditors would bring to the theatre 

bouquets purchased specifically to be thrown at her feet, robbing what had begun as a 

spontaneous gesture of any real meaning. Whether or not the performance is impressive, 

the bouquets will be thrown; universal admiration of the play is a foregone conclusion, 

and Rachel’s celebrity has become self-perpetuating, a moment of infinite regress in 

which fame feeds upon itself.  

 Finally, the image in Figure 30 depicts a moment of conversation between the 

young actress and one of her early admirers, the poet Alfred de Musset. Musset is 

depicted in ordinary street clothes, in a conventional (if luxurious) interior setting. 

However, Rachel is once again rendered recognizable to the viewer by the convention of 

dressing her in her Roman costume. She seems quite as comfortable in her toga as Musset 

in his dandy’s coat and tie; her costume has become a sort of shorthand for both her 

person and her personality – even if that shorthand is applied ironically, as it is in this 
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cartoon. The conversation in the caption refers both to their personal relationship (the two 

had a brief affair, and Rachel asked Musset to write a play for her) and, obliquely, to the 

actress’s early reputation for chastity, which by this point in time (around 1840) had 

begun to acquire a certain tarnish:  

Rachel: C’est une belle chose que l’amour, n’est-ce pas, poète, c’est Dieu qui a 

fait l’amour ? 

Musset : Oui, mais c’est le Diable qui a fait la femme. 

 

That the title above the image reads “Comédie des comédiennes” serves only to underline 

the artificiality of Rachel’s representation and self-presentation here. Her love for the 

poet is no more authentic than her clothing; she is disguised as Camille, the virtuous 

young princess of Corneille’s play whose love for her betrothed incites her to heroism, 

but in reality she is nothing more than an actress, playing out the game of love for her 

somewhat world-weary admirer.  

 This caricature further plays upon a well-known episode in the tragédienne’s life. 

In addition to the role of Camille, Rachel was known early in her career for her portrayals 

of other heroic, virginal princesses; she performed as Hermione in Andromaque, as well 

as the title role in Esther and as the Christian convert Pauline in Polyeucte, all by Pierre 

Corneille. She was identified with these roles to such an extent that it came as a great 

shock to her public when her first protector in the French theatre world, Dr. Louis Véron, 

exposed her rather more common behavior: 

It was after her “conquest” of England in 1841 [during which she was welcomed 

by Queen Victoria herself] that Dr. Véron, in a mood of expansive mockery, read 

aloud some compromising letters after one of his famous good dinners; the next 

day le tout Paris tittered over the commonplace truth about la chaste Rachel. 
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Devastated by the threat to her career, she claimed to be contemplating suicide; it 

was also said that she tried to buy the letters to protect her image.
75

 

 

However, upon reflection, the actress decided to change tack and embrace her newly 

sexualized reputation – and, concurrently, to expand her repertoire beyond its hitherto 

limited range. All this personal history is reflected in the caricature depicting her with 

Musset; although she is dressed as a chaste Greek princess, her words and those of the 

poet reflect her underlying worldliness. This contrast, as presented to and digested by the 

viewing public, goes to the heart of the construction of Rachel’s celebrity. Before her 

time, actresses in France were commonly understood to be sexually available, loose 

women, but this moment in her career, illustrating the conversion of her image from that 

of the high-minded innocent identified with French literature at its most linguistically 

pure and exalted to something more common and understandable, the glorified 

demimondaine, illustrates for us a new complexity in the creation of star power. So many 

female celebrities since Rachel have undergone this transition, always tricky to navigate 

(think of any female child star, from Elizabeth Taylor to Drew Barrymore), that we tend 

to underestimate its interest and novelty for the Parisian public of the 1840s. Although 

she had “fallen,” Rachel continued to act in and be identified with the great masterpieces 

of the golden age of French tragedy, and thus with an intellectualism diametrically 

opposed to her demonstrated earthiness.  

 Taken together, a consideration of Rachel’s use of (or use by) the new engines of 

publicity available to her as a performer in mid-nineteenth-century France shows traces 

of both the essential threads of celebrity identity – commonality (or democratization) and 
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exceptionalism. The two are ultimately inextricable. Photos of the star in costume, 

performing (or seeming to perform) her roles, underline her uniqueness in that they 

would be of interest to no one without their linkage to her identity and work. Likewise, 

caricatures and criticism both emphasize her singularity – caricatures, usually in the 

negative sense, criticism usually (but not always) in the positive. However, the fact that 

all three of these cultural artifacts could be and were collected and owned by legions of 

fans, not only in France, but in England, America, Russia, and South America as well, 

demonstrates that they were always destined to become property of the masses. The new 

technology deployed in Europe beginning in the 1830s made it possible for people all 

over the world to own something that had touched Rachel (at least inasmuch as a 

photograph testifies to the presence of its model), or, in the cases of criticism or 

caricature, a document which conveyed some kind of privileged knowledge of, some 

level of familiarity with the subject. Rachel was set apart by these artifacts at the same 

time as she was brought to the level of her audiences in a way up to that point unique in 

the history of performance.  

 Because of the temporal placement of Rachel’s career, she was not only 

celebrated through the use of new technologies and new media; she also became one of 

the last actresses to achieve iconic status through her portrayals in the ancient art forms of 

painting and sculpture. The overlap between old and new in her career helped to shape 

the lives of theatre women who followed her. It is this process of representation in the 

plastic arts that I will discuss in the next chapter.  
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Figure 11. “Portrait de Rachel à Auteuil,” Charles Nègre, Sept-Oct 1853. From the 

catalog of the 2004 exhibition, Rachel, une vie pour le théâtre, 1821-1858,  at the Musée 

d’Art et d’Histoire du Judaïsme in Paris. Personal photograph. 
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Figure 12. “Photographie, prise au Cannet, qq mois avant sa mort. Rachel.” Credited 

elsewhere to “Gérôme” – probably the painter Jean-Léon Gérôme, who created multiple 

portraits of her. Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
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Figure 13. Anonymous photograph of Rachel in street clothes, taken at Cannet a few 

months before her death. Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
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Figure 14. Mme. Ines Moitessier, Auguste Dominique Ingres, 1856. Oil on canvas, 120 x 

92.1 cm. The National Gallery, London.  
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Figure 15. “Etude de Rachel sur son lit de mort,” Charles Nègre, January 1858 ; taken at 

Le Cannet. Daguerreotype. Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
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 Figure 16. “Popular Actresses No. 1,” from the University of Washington database 19
th

 

Century Actors and Theater Photographs. Carte de visite, 2.5 x 4 in. Ashford, Brothers & 

Co., London, n.d. Rachel is second from the left in the second row; Adelaide Ristori is 

second from the right in the third row. 
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Figure 17. “Elisa Rachel Félix,” from the University of Washington database 19

th
 

Century Actors and Theater Photographs. Carte de visite, 2.5 x 4 in. Charles D. 

Fredricks & Co., New York, n.d. The same image reproduced in miniature on the carte 

de visite in Figure 6: Rachel in costume and in character as Phèdre. Rachel Brownstein 

credits this photo to Mayer and Pierson in her biography, Tragic Muse: Rachel of the 

Comédie-Française.  
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Figure 18. “Elisa Rachel Félix,” from the University of Washington database 19
th

 

Century Actors and Theater Photographs. Carte de visite, 2.5 x 4 in. Duebochois & 

Klauser, New York, n.d. Photograph of Edouard Dubufe’s painted portrait of the star.  
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 Figure 19. Rachel as Phèdre, probably from the same photography session as Figure 7. 

Photographer unknown. This picture is of particular interest because of the ways it has 

been used: it was the model for Gérôme’s posthumous portrait discussed in chapter 3 and 

has also been colorized and used in advertising for multiple twenty-first century 

exhibitions in France. Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
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Figure 20. Three images of Rachel, n.d. Photographer(s) unknown. Bibliothèque 

Nationale de France.The center image is an engraving (lithograph), widely reproduced in 

the press, made from a painting by Auguste Charpentier which was presented at the Salon 

of 1840. The other two are photographs, both included in Janin’s Rachel et la tragédie: 

on the left, Rachel in the role of Roxane in Racine’s Bajazet; on the right, again, as 

Phèdre, her most popular role.  
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Figure 21. “Rachel dans Athalie.” Photographer unknown. Bibliothèque Nationale de 

France. Daguerreotype posed in a studio; included in Janin’s book. Rachel’s appearance 

in this play caused a sensation as she voluntarily made herself up to look old and 

unattractive – a shocking choice then, and perhaps still today.  
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Figure 22. Advertisement for an exhibition at the Musée de la Vie Romantique seen in 

the Paris Métro, June 2012 – colorized version of a photo of Rachel. Personal 

photograph. 
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Figure 23. Carte de visite of Rachel, 1860. Duroni & Murer, Paris. From Lombardia Beni 

Culturali online, http://www.lombardiabeniculturali.it/fotografie/schede/IMM-3a010-

0006445/, accessed 7/18/12. Judging by her Greek attire and the flowers in her hair, this 

is probably a photograph of the actress in one of the “virgin princess” roles in which she 

specialized at the beginning of her career - perhaps that of the title character of Virginie 

by Isidore Latour de Saint-Ybars, which premiered in 1844.  

  

http://www.lombardiabeniculturali.it/fotografie/schede/IMM-3a010-0006445/
http://www.lombardiabeniculturali.it/fotografie/schede/IMM-3a010-0006445/
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Figure 24. Greek statue of Hera, Musée du Louvre. Personal photograph. The diadem is 

very similar to that worn by Rachel as Phèdre. 
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Figure 25. Greek statue of veiled woman, Musée du Louvre. Personal photograph. 
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Figure 26. “Mademoiselle Rachel au Théâtre-Français,” anonymous caricature, n.d. 

Bibliothèque National de France. 
  

http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=IFN-8427270&M=planchecon
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Figure 27. “La grande tragédienne a fait sa quatre-vingt-dix-neuvième rentrée,” caricature 

by Marcellin, Le Journal pour rire, 20 November 1852. Bibliothèque Nationale de 

France.  

http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=IFN-8427270&M=planchecon
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Figure 28. “Mon cher directeur,” anonymous caricature, n.d. Bibliothèque Nationale de 

France.  
  

http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=IFN-8427270&M=planchecon


126 
 

 
 

Figure 29. “Tentative d’assassinat sur la personne de Melle Rachel, commise à Marseille 

au mois de Juillet 1843, sous prétexte d’enthousiasme,” anonymous caricature, n.d. 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France.  
 

http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=IFN-8427270&M=planchecon
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Figure 30. Untitled caricature depicting Rachel as Camille with Alfred de Musset, n.d. 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 

 

 

 

  

http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=IFN-8427270&M=planchecon
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Conclusion 

 

Isolation of the Artist / Celebrity in the Romantic World 

 

 The situation of Rachel’s performing life in terms of its relation to 

industrialization and the expansion of the media provides one kind of insight into the 

structure of her celebrity. However, in contrast to this focus on modernization is the 

concurrent and more or less contrary trend, the Romantic movement, which had spread 

from its origins in eighteenth-century Germany (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s The 

Sorrows of Young Werther, 1774) to become an increasingly dominant influence in 

French literary life by the 1830s.  

 In his article “Lord Byron and the End of Fame” (2008), the cultural historian 

Tom Mole examines the rise of the concept of celebrity, as opposed to the older idea of 

fame, during the Romantic period in England. Romanticism took an earlier foothold in 

England than in France, largely owing to two factors: the vibrant cultural exchange 

between Britain and Germany during the eighteenth century and the interruption, in 

France, of the Revolution, which brought classicism into vogue as the revolutionaries 

turned to ancient Rome in a search for political meaning.  Mole’s article considers 

celebrity specifically through the lens of literary production, but his observations are 

useful in pinning down some of the Romantic aspects of Rachel’s career as well.  

 As noted in Chapter 3 above, Delphine de Girardin, who was Rachel’s friend and 

the author of several plays in which she performed, as well as a pseudonymous culture 
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critic in her husband’s newspaper, was the first in France to use the word “célébrité” as a 

noun, as something one was rather than something one had. Mole notes a parallel 

development in English literature, at about the same time:  

The modern vocabulary for talking about celebrity emerged with the phenomenon 

it described. In 1751 Samuel Johnson recalled in The Rambler a time when he 

‘did not find [him]self yet enriched in proportion to [his] celebrity’ (Johnson, 

1812: 4.42). He used the word to name a desirable personal attribute for the 

professional man of letters. Johnson acquired celebrity before he accrued any 

money. A century later, in 1849, the novelist Dinah Mulock Craik had one of her 

characters ask another, ‘Did you see any of those “celebrities,” as you call them?’ 

(1878: 25). Using a form of the word that was evidently still unfamiliar, Mulock 

Craik employed it as a concrete noun. Her character was eager for reports of 

people who were recognizable on sight as celebrities. The Romantic period 

witnessed the transition between Johnson’s usage and Mulock Craik’s, when the 

noun concretized, becoming an individual’s definitive condition. Celebrity was no 

longer something you had, but something you were.
76

 

 

This alteration in the quality of the word indicates a paradigm shift, from having the 

characteristic to being defined by it; from celebrity as one trait among many to its 

emergence as the deciding factor in the experience of the individual.  

 However, at the same time, celebrity also acquired a negative connotation in 

comparison to the older word (and idea), fame. Mole contends, 

The new culture of celebrity uncoupled fame from achievement or social position. 

Whereas it had long been possible to achieve fame for writing a great poem, 

fighting a great battle or fulfilling a public role (such as being a nobleman or 

member of the royal family), by the end of the eighteenth century it became 

possible to be famous simply for being yourself. Celebrity culture grew out of a 

fascination with individual subjectivity that was radically privatized. (347) 

 

“Fame” had been in the past, and continued to be, the term used to connote lasting honor, 

whereas “celebrity” was something more ephemeral, driven by the machinery of 

publicity. By its very nature, celebrity came to describe lesser qualities, an unsavory 
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preoccupation  with the private lives of the well-known, an overfamiliarity with (and 

availability to) the public, through what Mole has elsewhere termed the “hermeneutic of 

intimacy”; in short, it was the very word to describe the complicated yet not entirely 

honorable interaction between a popular actress and her audiences.  

 The familiarity fostered between the star and her public by means of the cult of 

celebrity was demonstrated, for Byron as for Rachel, through the medium of fan mail.  

The many women who wrote letters to Byron related to him not as an aristocrat 

fulfilling a public role, nor as an intellectual espousing a particular position, nor 

as a figure who embodied a particular ideology, nor (finally) as a poet who could 

claim to stand alongside the greats of English literature. Byron was all of those 

things, in complex ways, but the writers of fan letters thought of him primarily as 

a fascinating individual with whom they had been able to connect on a subjective 

level. Writing to him was a way of continuing and intensifying that connection. 

(347) 

 

Similarly, Rachel was the recipient of voluminous correspondence from her fans 

throughout her performing life, the rate of which intensified in her final illness. Some of 

these were collected after her death by her attending physician (an enterprising man, he 

published them as part of his account of her last days). The examples below bring 

together neatly a number of the major threads in public understanding (or even 

construction) of the actress : the importance of press coverage, the feeling of connection 

between star and public, the belief that the star shares the fan’s concerns. In discussing 

the dovetail of celebrity and the perception of genius, they make a fine, unmediated point 

of departure. 

The essential involvement of the press as intermediary in the celebrity-fan 

relationship is underlined in one letter : “Depuis longtemps, madame, les journaux m’ont 

appris que vous cherchiez à rétablir, par votre séjour dans différentes contrées, votre 
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santé altérée par votre voyage dans les pays intertropicaux.”
77

 And likewise, from another 

writer : “Mais qui ne se s’émeut pas en apprenant vos souffrances, vous, notre gloire, 

qu’un affreux malheur nous a si tôt ravie. Ma sympathie a encore d’autres liens. – Je suis 

malade depuis dix ans…” (22). The writers of both letters express an intimacy toward the 

star which really cannot be justified ; they do not know her, they will never meet her, and 

she knows of them only through their (unsolicited) letters to her. The first claims 

knowledge of her situation because of what he or she has read in the press, while the 

second claims a kind of surrogate kinship through the shared experience of chronic 

illness. A third letter-writer goes even farther in his concern, attempting to convince the 

actress to convert to Christianity: “De la perfection du vrai par imitation, envolez-vous, 

hardie, courageuse, dans les puretés radieuses du vrai réel: votre génie veut et doit arriver 

à sa source originelle” (15 ; emphases in the original). The terms in which this appeal is 

couched, “envolez-vous… dans les puretés radieuses du vrai réel… sa source originelle,” 

echo a Romantic belief in the highest truths, to be found only in Nature. 

The Romantic concerns with emotional truth, the valorization of individual 

experience, the privileging of feeling, and the innate quality of genius are all evident in 

these letters. Although her chosen material for performance was largely (and most 

successfully) classical in nature, as her career and her life wound toward their conclusion, 

Rachel became nonetheless identified with this newer artistic movement. (That the 

conclusions of both were premature helped.) This tendency was noted by many of her 

contemporaries, both in literature – as when Théophile Gautier referred to her “fièvre 
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moderne” – and in art (as in, for example, the William Etty portrait discussed above).
 

What is more, with the passage of time her image has become more and more fully 

assimilated into the Romantic tradition, to the point that an image of her – as Phèdre, no 

less! – was used by the Musées de la Ville de Paris in the summer of 2012 to promote an 

exhibition at the Musée de la Vie Romantique (Figure 22 above). Something about 

Rachel’s image and her connection to her public strikes us as fundamentally Romantic in 

character.  

Allied with Romanticism, and mentioned by almost all her critics and admirers, is 

the idea of Rachel’s ‘genius.’ However, during her lifetime, the question of what exactly 

genius was, and whether a woman could be said to possess it, was hotly debated, and not 

least among the Romantics themselves. In twenty-first-century America, the term 

generally denotes very high intelligence; its significance can be distilled to an IQ score. 

But the artists of the Romantic era perceived it differently. For them, genius was an 

innate quality which set an artist or thinker apart from the rest of humanity – much like 

celebrity, in fact. Genius in the nineteenth-century formulation is a fundamentally 

isolating trait. It leads its bearer to experiences and understandings which can be shared 

only obliquely, through art.  

The individualization of the artist in the mid-nineteenth century led not only to the 

creation of the cult of celebrity (through a sense of connection or identification between 

the audience and the performer), but also to a reconceptualization of genius itself. 

Christine Battersby explains it thus:  

The Renaissance artist had aimed to mirror a universal truth that existed 

independently of his own self, and subjectivity was therefore a barrier rather than 

an aid to artistic invention. But for the Romantics individuality and particularity 
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were no longer handicaps to artistic production. The artist offered his own inner 

landscape as one of the poles against which others could align the compasses of 

their own minds. 
78

 

 

In this formulation, then, a part of what made Rachel a great performer was her 

individuality – and her imagination. Her ability to reconceive the way two-hundred-year-

old tirades should be delivered, often flying in the face of tradition, was fundamental to 

her attraction for her audiences. Jules Janin makes note of the results, sometimes difficult 

for her fellow actors to follow:  

Voilà soudain que sa camarade [he means Rachel] échappe à son geste, et d’un 

seul bond, quand il croit la saisir. Ou bien, quand il se figure (selon la tradition) 

qu’elle doit être en deçà de lui qui joue et qui déclame en furieux, il la trouve à 

ses côtés froide, immobile, et notre comédien de s’arrêter… interdit. Et ne 

demandez pas à Rachel d’indiquer d’avance à son collaborateur ce qu’elle veut 

faire… elle n’en sait rien ; elle ne peut rien prévoir : il faut que le mouvement qui 

la retient ou qui l’emporte aille au but d’un pas calme et fier… soudain tout brille 

et sort de cette âme active et passionnée. 
79

 (italics in the original) 

 

The imagination and unpredictability on display in her performances was, for this critic 

as for many of his peers, a marker of genius. In Janin’s formulation, Rachel is a genius 

specifically because she finds her own work unpredictable. Genius, for this Romantic 

critic, proceeds not from the mind but from the heart; elsewhere he even refers to the 

actress, whom he greatly admires, as ignorant, both of language (!) and life experience. 

For him, Rachel’s talent is inexplicable except as a gift from God.  

 This conception of genius necessarily raises some questions about the role of 

nineteenth-century ideas of gender. In early modern Europe, the female sex had been 

more closely allied with feeling and sentiment than the male, both in negative ways 

(frivolity, flirtatiousness, a reputation for lasciviousness) and positive (through the 
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identification of femininity with maternal sentiment and purity). Men, by contrast, were 

believed to have an innate predilection for intellectual endeavor. Study was the realm of 

man; the domestic circle, that of woman. But through her discussion of the work of Jean-

Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Battersby brings to light how the Romantic movement 

began to “feminize” man’s relationship to his abilities: 

Rousseau paints himself as a naïve, vain, impetuous, obsessive, fickle, fanciful, 

childlike creature – swayed more by strong emotions and sympathies than by 

reason. […] [He] projects himself, in other words, in very much the way that the 

Renaissance caricatured woman: as locked into his own very subjective and 

sexually disturbed psyche. […] But Rousseau also symbolises the way that 

Romanticism made women Others rather than brothers. The free, imperfect man 

whose abasement and unique individuality was glorified remained a hero… 

heroines had, at best, a supportive role.
80

 

 

What Rousseau had done, and what was to have such consequences for women both 

during the Revolution and after, was to arrogate what had formerly been considered 

characteristics of feminine thought and behavior to men. He reduced the possibilities 

open to women by rendering men more feminine. 

In the Renaissance, it was males who possessed judgement and ingenium… and 

women who had too much in the way of feelings, too little in the way of reason to 

be real artists. For Rousseau the equations are reversed: woman has too much 

judgement, too little emotion. In the older tradition, fire was a physiological 

reality that was essentially bound up with the vital forces of male sexuality… and 

women were, in general, too cold to be great artists. By the time that Rousseau 

was writing, this physiology was out of date. But Rousseau’s woman remains 

cold: still lacking the fires of sublime ecstasy and of divine inspiration. (36) 

 

Although genius itself was a very old idea, dating back to Roman antiquity, Rousseau’s 

writings effected a signal change in its formulation. He maintained that genius was a 

masculine trait, but he characterized it in ways that had formerly been considered 

feminine.  
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 The result of this reconstruction of genius was, for a woman performer, 

problematic. Romanticism, in spite of its focus on the primacy of the interior life of the 

solitary artist, led to a contraction in the range of possibilities available to women active 

in the arts. If genius were a masculine trait, how could a woman display it? Rachel, by all 

accounts, awed her audiences. What did she have, if not genius? And if she did have 

genius, what did that make her? The paradoxical role played by the question of genius in 

Rachel’s career augmented her uniqueness in the eyes of her contemporaries. She stood 

alone in terms of her masculinizing talent. This sense of solitude ultimately augmented 

the tendency among her contemporaries (and a large proportion of their successors) to 

read her life itself as a tragedy. 

 

Reification and the Actress’s Life as Tragedy 

 Painted and sculpted portraits of Rachel set her apart from the rest of humanity. 

Whether representational, allegorical, or occupying the uneasy ground between the two, 

they are all exemplars of exceptionalism, underlining her essential difference – her 

celebrity – albeit in disparate ways. In the more realistic portraits, such as William Etty’s, 

we catch a glimpse of her inner life, the psychological immediacy of the real woman and 

the power of her intellect, her will and her passion. In the allegories, by contrast, her 

physical form is appropriated as a shorthand. These pictures in themselves tell us nothing 

of her performance or its effect upon her public, except that it must have impressed; in 

them, she looks as lifeless as a doll. We as viewers are expected to read them with a full 

prior awareness of who she was, what she did, and what made her great. Without this 

body of knowledge, her image dissolves into meaninglessness. At this point, the 
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allegorical paintings are readable only through the pictorial vocabulary of accessories 

they include, all of which refer to Greek or Roman antiquity; we can tell she is Tragedy, 

but not necessarily that she is Rachel, or even a real person.  

 However, just as allegorical portrayals reduce the humanity of the actress whose 

image is coopted into the portrayal of archetype, there is a concurrent bleeding of 

meaning into the biography of the subject. Rachel, for good or ill, became Tragedy; but 

tragedy also became Rachel. Particularly in retrospect, her life is vulnerable to 

interpretation as something resembling high tragedy as it was understood in its death 

throes in the mid-nineteenth century.  

 As I suggested in Chapter 1 above, in the retelling of a life all biographers are 

vulnerable to the temptation of creating meaning and continuity where, perhaps, neither 

exists. When we recount the life of any person, we tend (consciously or not) to attempt to 

fit the facts and circumstances of that life into a narrative framework. Our interpretation 

of the resulting story of necessity tells as much about our own perceptions as about our 

subject. In Rachel’s case, the overwhelming difficulty facing at least her pre-World War 

II biographers has been a tendency to conflate her with the muse, as her portraitists did, 

by interpreting her life itself as Tragedy writ large. Even critics who knew her personally 

confused the woman with the performance. Jules Janin was not alone in his assertion of 

tragic destiny (albeit facilitated by a clear look backward at her life from the posthumous 

vantage point of 1861): 

Ce n’était donc pas un mal que la petite Rachel fût née au milieu de ce dénûment ; 

qu’elle eût subi ces longs exils ; qu’elle eût frôlé toutes les ronces du chemin et 

briséses pieds délicats à tous les cailloux de la route. Elle avait déjà ce partage 

avec les grandes images poétiques, avec les princesses troyennes, avec les 

malheurs de ces villes ruinées, dépeuplées, incendiées, avec tous ces héros que 
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Junon a frappés, et dont sa colère même, autant que leurs belles actions, a fait des 

demi-dieux… 
81

 

 

By his lights, the circumstances of her birth and childhood – poverty, homelessness, hard 

work – uniquely suited her to become the inheritor of the mantle of tragic performance. 

His conception of her life, as a parallel to those of the princesses of Troy, demonstrates as 

well the common idea that an actor cannot accurately bring to life that which he or she 

has not actually done. For Janin, as for many critics (both contemporary and later), acting 

is essentially the re-production, through genius, of lived experience. Therefore it is the 

work of the actor to seek out and undertake the widest possible variety of situations and 

sensations available, an idea which in itself goes far to explain actresses’ reputation, as a 

class, for loose moral character.  

 Corollary to this conception of the actor as a seeker of sensation is the belief, 

current at least since the popularization of the so-called Stanislavski Method of acting 

(named for Konstantin Stanislavski, 1863-1938), that performance must of necessity 

reveal something of the player’s soul to his or her audience. The public understanding of 

the actor’s profession has always entailed a belief in the permeability of the boundary 

between a performer’s life and his or her work. Even today, an actor’s personality or life 

experience is widely believed to influence his or her choice of roles and the way they are 

performed. We, as an audience, are so taken by the spectacle unrolling on the stage or 

screen that we find it difficult to comprehend that, on a fundamental level, performance is 

just a job. When we observe a well-played, affecting moment in a film or stage show, we 

cannot quite imagine that the actors who create this reality for us do not in fact 
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experience it as do we. Ultimately, this is the justification for the use of Rachel as an 

allegory for Tragedy itself: because we have watched her perform Phèdre or Camille or 

Hermione or Adrienne Lecouvreur so convincingly, we are persuaded that these roles 

reveal a truth about her as a person that is more authentic than the face she presents to the 

public. The fact that she came from a poor background, that she was religiously and (at 

least in her youth) economically an ousider, that she never married but had children out 

of wedlock, that none of her romantic attachments endured, and that she died young of 

tuberculosis, all encourage us to perceive her story as Janin did: she was born to become 

Tragedy. Never mind that, from the traces she left behind in her letters and the memories 

of those who knew her, this was not at all the case. Rather, she herself seems to have 

been of a hardworking, generally cheerful and gregarious disposition, and devoted above 

all to her family, as the following letter to her mother demonstrates (she wrote it while on 

tour in Belgium in 1853): 

Ma Chère Mère, 

 

Je suis arrivée à Bruxelles à six heures du matin hier et j'ai joué le soir Phèdre et 

le Moineau avec des vrais moyens tragiques ; mon succès a été complet et la 

recette très satisfaisante : quatre mille francs. Aujourd'hui nous voilà à Gand, je 

crois qu'ici les affaires ne seront florissantes : il y a une très grande fête, des bals 

de nuit et le temps est malheureusement beau. Raphaël nous a quittés pour 

préparer la Hollande. Nous ne le reverrons que dans huit ou dix jours. J'ai été bien 

heureuse des quelques heures que j'ai passées à Paris vendredi. Elles m'ont donné 

une véritable ardeur pour ce prolongement de congé, je me porte bien, tout est 

donc pour le mieux ; dis à Sarah à Rébecca combien j'ai été touchée la joie que 

paraissait leur faire mon passage dans la capitale. Cela fait du bien de se sentir si 

fortement aimée. 

 

Ecris-moi à Bruxelles, donne-moi des nouvelles de papa et quand tu verras de 

nouveau Alexandre dis-lui qu'il a fait sa petite mère la plus heureuse des mères en 

lui faisant un si doux accueil et combien je suis fière de ses progrès et de tout ce 

que ses professeurs pensent de lui. 
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Au revoir chère mère, je t'embrasse bien tendrement ainsi que ma Dinette, mes 

chères autres sœurs et mes deux amours d'enfants. 

Rachel 
82

 

The opinions of the critics notwithstanding – and against the tide of public opinion – she 

seems in fact to have led a happy life; this letter is typical of her correspondence. Tragedy 

was her profession; her life itself was something quite different.  

 The tendency to conflate an actress, especially a great actress, with her roles is 

frequently attested in theatre history. Witness Heather McPherson’s discussion of Sarah 

Siddons’s lifelong identification with her best-known role, that of Lady Macbeth: 

In the eyes of critics and public alike, Lady Macbeth was the role with which 

Siddons was indelibly associated. As Charles Lamb succinctly put it, “We speak 

of Lady Macbeth, while we are in reality thinking of Mrs S.” Her powerful 

identification with the role is further attested to by the numerous visual depictions 

of Siddons as Lady Macbeth, especially in the letter scene and the sleepwalking 

scene. It is that role that stayed with her long after her death, continuing to haunt 

future interpretations of Lady Macbeth. […] As James Boaden observed, the 

character of Lady Macbeth became Mrs Siddons’s almost exclusive possession, 

because she alone seemed to have penetrated its mystery.
83

 

 

Rachel’s roles, and especially that of Phèdre, performed the same function in her life as 

did Lady Macbeth for Sarah Siddons. Phèdre’s character, a woman ruled by passion, 

victimized by love to the extent that she was driven to crime, “Ce n'est plus une ardeur 

dans mes veines cachée,/ C'est Vénus toute entière à sa proie attachée,”
84

 was believed by 

many of her fans to be a statement of Rachel’s own personality as well.  
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 Literalization of the tragic mode as it applied to Rachel’s life went beyond 

identification with her characters, however. As an epigraph to her biography of the star, 

Rachel Brownstein recounts a telling anecdote:  

I (to bored man at a cocktail party, who has asked me what I’m working on): A 

book about an actress. Her name is Rachel. Like mine, only French. She was a 

nineteenth-century actress – a tragédienne. 

 

He (with sudden interest): Oh, really? What did she die of?
85

 

 

Even in the twenty-first century, there is a presumption that one who performs tragedy 

must meet a tragic end. We are always a bit disappointed when a tragedienne outlives the 

fate we associate with her profession; Heather McPherson recounts that Mrs Siddons 

herself was berated by some, toward the end of her long life, when she had the audacity 

to return to performance (in the role of Lady Macbeth, no less) at an age when her critics 

believed she had no business doing so.  

Writing about Siddons at the end of her career, [the essayist and critic William] 

Hazlitt ruefully observed, “Players should be immortal… but they are not… They 

cease to be young, and are no longer themselves… Their health, strength, beauty, 

voice, fails them.” Before eulogising Siddons as greater than a queen and as 

Tragedy personified […] he implored her not to return to the stage following her 

official retirement, wearily enquiring, “Has she not had enough of glory?”
86

 

 

Audiences grow impatient with a star, especially a female star, who outlives her youth 

and glamor. 

 In his study of the development and function of the tragic mode, Sweet Violence: 

the Idea of the Tragic (2003), Terry Eagleton explains this expectation on the part of the 

viewer: that tragedy should play itself out in the life of its performer, through the 

cathartic role assigned to the genre since its origins in ancient Greece. He points out that 
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death in tragedy (unlike its latter-day cousins, drama and melodrama) is inevitable; 

therefore it is, in a sense, “restful” because of this certitude. 
87

 If the viewer knows that in 

the end the protagonist must die, an element of suspense is removed from his experience 

of the theater: “You can now look upon your own star-crossed life with something of the 

estranging, serenely contemplative gaze with which you might impassively survey the 

downfall of another” (102). Thus, the performance of tragedy offers a release of tension 

for those who view it, by means of a proxy (the actor), while concurrently emphasizing 

the separation of that proxy from the audience. Tragedy objectifies those who perform it. 

In this, it still, even in Rachel’s time, very much evokes the original priestly function of 

the Greek actor.  

 Thus, one result of reading Rachel’s life as tragedy is that she is further isolated 

and separated from her public. This movement away from common experience parallels 

that of her image in the allegorical paintings: the more she is identified with Tragedy 

personified, the less human and accessible she becomes. She, of necessity, takes on the 

function of the priestess, mediating between her audiences and the harsher aspects of 

reality. Her performance enables her public to reaffirm its own place in the cosmos, at the 

cost of her humanity; she becomes both more and less than human, ultimately 

unknowable. It is her destiny to do so, and that fate cannot be shared.  

 The very fact that Rachel was so available to Tragedy, and tragedy to her, is a 

function of her situation in time and space. Eagleton makes the case that, even removed 

from its original context in the ancient world, tragedy remains a genre dependent upon 

political realities of a very specific kind: “It can be claimed that tragedy springs not from 
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violating a stable order, but from that order being itself caught up in a complex 

transitional crisis” (143). In other words, the tragic mode is at its most relevant and most 

viable at historical moments when the State itself is unstable. Eagleton goes on to cite an 

illustrious predecessor in literary theory: 

For [the literary theorist] Northrop Frye, in an unwonted flash of Marxist insight, 

the tragic drama of both fifth-century Athens and early modern England belong to 

a period of social history in which an aristocracy is fast losing its effective power 

but still retains a good deal of ideological prestige. (144) 

 

In the context of Rachel’s career, this particular instability applies to two very significant 

moments: the seventeenth century, when Jean Racine and Pierre Corneille wrote their 

plays for performance at the court of Louis XIV, and her own time. Although the mid-

1600s were a moment of consolidation for royal power in France, there was certainly an 

undercurrent of intense political difficulty; the Sun King brought his aristocracy together 

in the resplendent environment of Versailles specifically in order to reduce its hold over 

his dominions. While he kept the nobles occupied with dress, entertainment and etiquette, 

Louis created a system of regional governorships which reported directly to the crown, 

thus effectively displacing the Second Estate, depriving it of its practical reason for 

existence, and pushing it along the path to decay and irrelevance. This situation follows 

Northrop Frye’s formulation above remarkably closely: the aristocracy was losing its real 

political power, but at the same time retaining or perhaps even gaining in symbolic 

prestige, as new and ever more outrageous trappings of rank and etiquette were adopted 

by the court. The tragedies of Racine and Pierre Corneille, based as they are upon 

antiquity, deal with themes relevant to this moment of crisis: the reinforcement of royal 

authority, the importance of self-sacrifice and civic virtue, the idea of fate as an 
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unstoppable force, and promulgation of specifically masculine and feminine models of 

virtue. In these plays, men’s nobility is displayed through heroic acts in war, in service to 

the crown; women’s, through chastity, obedience, and resignation.  

 In Rachel’s own mid-nineteenth century, even greater social upheaval was afoot. 

By the time she began performing, France, in living memory, had been through 

Revolution, Terror, Republic, Empire, the Bourbon Restoration and the July Monarchy. 

In her own brief lifetime she saw two revolutions, in 1830 and 1848; the coup of 1851; 

and interacted with both royalist and Napoleonic aristocracy. Hers was a political world 

in which sources of authority were repeatedly called into question, and this instability 

coupled with her own remarkable talent to uniquely appeal to the public taste for tragedy. 

As Eagleton notes above, the tragic mode allows the viewer to relax; he knows the 

protagonist will die, knows what to expect, and can simply enjoy the beauty and 

creativity of the play that takes the story to its final outcome. Imagining life in a 

tumultuous place and time such as mid-ninetennth-century Paris, we cannot help but 

understand why audiences might have found the old tragedies fulfilling, able to 

simultaneously thrill and reassure. Eagleton’s analysis concludes, “Tragedy… is a vital 

mechanism in the evolution from late-feudal to bourgeois culture”(145). Rachel’s career 

stands at a curious moment in history, when the French people looked backward for 

reassurance for a long moment before plunging headlong into modernity. When they 

finally did so, tragedy was abandoned, and has not been successfully brought back to 

long-term life since.  

 This is why Rachel was not only painted as Melpomene, but was the last French 

actress to be portrayed in the guise of the Muse of Tragedy. After her, it was no longer 
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possible to understand the tragic mode in the same way. French audiences later in the 

century, such as those who applauded Sarah Bernhardt or Adelina Patti, simply could not 

digest classical tragedy as could Rachel’s contemporaries; for them, the structures of 

political authority had shown themselves to be changeable and impermanent. In brief, 

French political life lost its innocence. One could no longer believe in fate, so what could 

tragedy teach? If a person might make his or her own way in the world, why learn from 

or admire self-sacrifice, heroism in battle, the noble obligation to keep one’s word even at 

the cost of one’s own life? Tragedy ceased to be written  in the late nineteenth century 

because the world had changed. Its values no longer reflected the values of French 

society. There were many more celebrities, many more stars after Rachel, but they did 

not perform “her” plays as she had done; they could not render Racine and Corneille 

meaningful in the age of industrialization.  
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