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Russian Critics On Eleonora Duse

Our feelings for Duse 
can only be defined as love.

Yuri Beliaev

Eleonora Duse came on tour in Russia 
four times: in the spring of 1891, when 
she was not a world known actress yet, 

then in the winters of 1891, 1896, and 1907-
1908.
She performed in St. Petersburg, Moscow, 
Odessa, Kiev, and Kharkov. She played the par-
ts that were well known and popular in Russia. 
In 1891 Russian spectators liked best Marga-
rita Gotie (The Lady of the Camellias by Du-
ma-fils), Fru-fru (Fru-fru  by Meliac and Gale-
vi), The Mistress of the Inn  (The Mistress of the 
Inn by Goldoni)  and with very popular Nora 
(A Doll’s House by Ibsen). In 1896  Duse added 
Magda (Homeland  by Zudermann), and in 
1908 – Hedda Habler (Hedda Habler by Ibsen) 
and Rebecca (Rosmersholm by Ibsen) and two 
heroines of the symbolist drama Monna Van-
na (Monna Vanna by Maeterlinck) and  Sylvia  
(Gioconda by D’Annunzio). 
In the time span of 17 years Russian audiences 
saw Duse four times. Three times from 1891 
till 1896 and one more time – 12 years later. 
For 17 years the overwhelming majority of cri-
tics admired the actress, the  appreciation  for 
Duse’s acting didn’t change, but became dee-
per and deeper. This was obviously connected 
with the change of  art movement from natura-
lism to symbolism, which, on the one hand, de-
termined the changes of Duse’s repertoire and 
the manner of acting, and, on the other hand, 
influenced the spirits and tastes of Russian au-
diences and contributed to the  coining of the 

new art  terms.
The most discerning critics, including Kugel, Belyaev, 
Volkonsky, Efros, and Suvorin, and the well-known wri-
ters A. Chekhov, M. Kuzmin, etc. devoted articles to Duse, 
and the best directors, Stanyslavsky, Meyerhold, Nemirovi-
ch-Danchenko,  expressed their views on her acting. 
Chekhov saw Duse in 1891. He wrote: 

A remarkable actress. I had never seen anything like her before. I wa-
tched this Duse, and I was seized by melancholy at the thought that 
we must cultivate our tastes and feelings on such wooden actresses 
as Yermolova and her like, whom we call great because we haven’t 
seen better. Looking at Duse, I understand why the Russian theatre 
is so boring1. 

Meyerhold saw Duse in 1908. He wrote shortly: «I saw 
Duse. Very taken»2. 
In the articles of the brilliant critic Yuri Beliaev the image 
of Duse is used as the description language for the actors.  
In the articles devoted to Strepetova, Komissarzhevskaya, 
Yavorskaya, Zankovetskaya, Sarah Bernhardt, Rejane, Sada 
Yacco, Tina di Lorenzo and Sandro Moissi Belyaev refers to 
Duse.
In writing about the great Italian actress, critics brought up 
issues that were under discussion for the whole of the 19th 
century.  

Duse and the question of the actor

Critics tried to explain the phenomenon of Duse with the 
help of two Russian conventional conceptions of acting: 
«emotional experience», meaning temperament, inspira-
tion, passion, and «presentation», meaning technical skill, 
self-control, intellectuality. This antithesis is one of the most 
significant for theatre writing for the  entire 19th century. All 
those who wrote on theatre in 19th century Russia addressed 
this opposition and expressed their attitude toward it.  It de-
scends from the comparison between Russian tragic actress 
Ekaterina Semionova and French guest actress M-lle George 
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Critics compare Duse with the very influential 
Russian actors Mochalov and Strepetova, who 
were considered «great teachers to a whole ge-
neration» and with the most famous writers. 
The Italian actress seems the combination of 
genuine simplicity and beauty of Pushkin and 
heartfelt nerviness of Dostoevsky» (Mikhe-
ev)10.
Speaking about Duse, Belyaev argues that it 
was Russian literature that taught us to un-
derstand the suffering and passionate soul of 
an artist. The critic states that like Tolstoy and 
Dostoevsky, Duse has an elevated  and quietly 
wise realism combined with ‘confession’ and 
‘prophecy’, therefore she can justly be called 
«the muse of the Russian novel»11. 

Duse and Naturalism

Duse’s acting was studied in the context of the 
main styles of the period: naturalism, realism, 
and symbolism. Between 1891-96 realism and 
naturalism were the main theater topics discus-
sed. But from the very first articles Russian cri-
tics stressed the unusual, for Russian actresses, 
combination of “nature” and “technical skills”. 
The Italian actress was called a «daring but 
graceful» naturalist, who plays «naturally, but 
artistically». Suvorin wrote that it was impossi-
ble to forget for a minute «[…] that before us 
is an artist, “a creature marked by God’s finger”, 
and an actress, superlatively knowing all secrets 
of stage practice, with an entirely correct awa-
reness of the complete necessity of applying 
these secrets to her work»12.
All critics agree that the actress deviated from 
the heroines of the plays. They especially stress 
her ability to create a deep, psychologically 
complex image, even if it is based on primitive 
dramatic materials: «She creates the soul whe-
re the author gave only effects» (Ivanov)13. 
Everyone writes, that Duse plays not the Fren-
ch Camelia, or the tsarina of Egypt, or the wife 
of the Norwegian lawyer. But Duse, as always, 
plays a person. Some critics stress  that the 
actress creates an individual character every 
time (Dymov, Noskov)14, others consider her 
heroines to be the variations on the Eternal Wo-
manhood theme (Ivanov)15.

that took place in 1809. Russian audience evaluated George 
as emotionless and greatly concerned with acting techni-
ques. So for the whole 19th century the idea prevailed that to 
be a French actor (especially an actress) is to be cold, elegant 
and to have perfect outward appearance. To the contrary, 
Italian actors appeared to be akin to Russians. They seemed 
to be much closer to Mochalov, not to Karatyguin, to Semio-
nova, not to George. In the acting of Tommaso Salvini,  Er-
nesto Rossi, Adelaide Ristori, Virginia Zucchi, Giovanni de 
Grasso, Lina Cavalieri Russian audiences and critics saw rea-
lism and warmth.  In Russia Duse was considered a kindred 
soul from the very beginning of her first tour. In March 1891 
Suvorin noted that her realism and cordiality bring Russian 
audiences closer to Italian actress3. Some years later Kugel 
would state about Duse’s style: «We ourselves are this style. 
This style is our present, our busy, tired, torn, restless age»4.

Only by 1908, the necessary words would be found to 
explain why we do understand Duse better than «German, 
French and even Italian spectators» (Belyaev)5. Though the 
idea that Duse reveals herself through the images of the poet 
was common, critics drew attention to the actress’s perso-
nality only in 1908, writing about her third visit. Now not 
the heroine’s, but Duse’s graceful image appears in the texts. 
She is spoken about not as an actress, but as a woman. Now 
critics stress her personal tragedies. Mykheev writes: «[…] 
a fragile woman, suffering the full depth of the personal tra-
gedy of marriage to a criminal, in love with the hugely ca-
pricious D’Annunzio […] And we must be grateful to fate 
that this bitter personal lot fell to such a creative genius to the 
great delight and edification of us all»6. Gornfeld develops 
the idea: «An actor who doesn’t reveal himself may surprise 
with his skill, but does not make an impression. The specta-
tor wants to feel what’s going on behind the mask of stage 
make-up – otherwise, he feels himself aesthetically unsati-
sfied». This critic called Duse: «[…] not only a great tragic 
actress but a great tragic character»7. And Volkonsky stated 
that the person’s predominance over a role was the essence 
of her power8. So Russian critics unanimously asserted that 
to understand something not about the hero, but about the 
actor himself was much more important for the spectator.  
On the other hand, it turned out that the personal unhappy 
fate is crucial for an actress’s creative work. For Russian criti-
cism 1880-1890, an actress’s personal life is a component of 
both the image of the actress and the characters of her heroi-
nes. Speaking about Strepetova, Ermolova and even Savina, 
critics state that the personal sufferings serve as a basis for 
tragic acting. According to Belyaev, Komissarzhevskaya is 
one of the actresses who go onto the stage not to life, but 
– from life. Such people come to the stage with experience 
of life, they  have suffered, and only their acting is «genuine 
truth»9.
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Duse and Symbolism. 

Until 1896 critics spoke about pessimism and 
neurasthenia. «A graceful tenderness», «ner-
vousness», «suffering», «pessimistic tone» 
were the requisite words in the writings about 
Duse. In 1896 they start to speak about beauty 
and ideal. And in 1908 the new symbolist topic 
emerges – the deep and sorrowful grief.
Basilevsky states: «Her heroines are almost 
always devoid of a wholesome undiluted joy of 
life, in them one could always hear, even throu-
gh laughter, an inner bitterness, a heartfelt sor-
row»16. Yazykov writes that Duse had acqui-
red «the face of a martyr». But her sorrow is 
not only tragic, it is also beautiful. «Unearthly 
beauty [...] Every gesture is just asking to be 
painted. One regrets that there is no cinema-
tographer to immortalize these supple sculptu-
ral movements, this divine beauty of line [...] 
Magnificent and mournful figure, personifying 
world anguish»17.
This time nobody calls her a realistic actress, 
now Duse is interpreted as a symbolic actress 
or as the symbol itself. By 1908 thanks to Sym-
bolism, critics finally find the necessary words 
to describe the Italian Divine. 
«Duse presented a symbol, a true symbol; she 
revealed an extract from Sylvia» (L’vov about 
her role in  D’Annunzio’s La Gioconda)18.
«Hedda is a world of sorrow, the eternal femi-
nine, the beauty of suffering, the madness of 
beauty […]» (Razumovsky)19.
Yuri Belyaev described and defined the symbol 
“Duse”. He begins his article with the epigraph: 
«beauty is grief» and states that Duse has the 
gaze of Michaelangelo’s Night. «[…] a sensiti-
ve soul, woven from the finest fibers of feeling, 
responsive to the slightest breath from without, 
like Aeolus’s harp, the face of a genuine’s  mater 
dolorosa, whose the dark-complexioned pallor 
seems chiseled from ivory; sadly dreamy eyes, 
like the quiet waters of a Venetian lagoon, a 
wearily stumbling gait like that of a person car-
rying a cross of suffering – that is Duse»20.
It even seemed that the very fact of her existen-
ce could solve the most important problems of 
the era. How will  the theater develop? Will it 
be Scryabin’s grandiose religious synthesis, the 
theatre of Dionysus, Meyerhold’s or Stanisla-
vsky’s? All these discussions became pointless. 
Russian critics saw Duse’s powerful talent as 

the fusion of realism and symbolism, of theatre tradition and 
innovation. So Duse seemed to be the answer to the que-
stions. She symbolized the rebirth of the theater. 
«Now a great radiant star burns above us. It symbolizes re-
birth. We see its light in the west and are happy to worship 
it»21, wrote Beliaev.

The great Italian actress captivated her Russian contempora-
ries at once and they took her as their own. The combination 
of naturalism and art, of realism and prophetic power, that 
Duse demonstrated, was unprecedented for Russian theatre. 
The symbolist critics took Duse as the “original of actress” 
which meant – the ideal actress. 
And 100 years later in the article, devoted to the 150th  anni-
versary of the actress’s birth a contemporary critic would call 
her the symbol of the art itself22. 
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