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On Tour in Poland and America

Beth Holmgrenâs latest work tells the story of Helena
Modrzejewska, one of the leading stage actresses of the
nineteenth century and a major star in Poland and Amer-
ica. Born in Krakow in 1840, Modrzejewska ascended
through the ranks of provincial stages to become the
prima donna of Warsawâs imperial theaters. Then, at the
height of her popularityâat age thirty-sixâthe actress left
Warsaw for California, where she anglicized her name
to Modjeska and began her career anew. Holmgrenâs ac-
count followsModrzejewskaâs journey in both countries,
ably weaving Polish- and English-language sources into
a revealing portrait of an itinerant life. In remarkable
detail, it reconstructs Modrzejewskaâs artistic develop-
ment, social circle, and cultural imprint over the span of
two continents and seven decades. Above all, Holmgren
explores how the actress fashioned herself on stage and
off, paying special attention to her three greatest roles:
as a Polish patriot, a Polish American migrant, and an
American theater star.

Through Modrzejewskaâs early career, Holmgren
deftly traces the links between theater, class, and na-

tionalism in partitioned Poland. Growing up in the era
of national uprisings, the actress developed âa patrio-
tism of soldierly discipline and dramatic display [that]
steeled her commitment to actingâ (p. 32). Yet the theater
also offered a path of upward mobility for this unmarried
mother from a humble background. As Modrzejewskaâs
star rose, she gained entry to the salons of noble fami-
lies like the Potockis, where she âeagerly train[ed] to act
naturally as a ladyâ (p. 60). The actress eventually mar-
ried an aristocrat, Karol ChÅapowski, and this new social
status proved a boon to her career: once Modrzejewska
âhad achieved the innate theatricality of a Krakow aris-
tocrat,â Holmgren argues, her acting won new plaudits
from viewers and critics alike (p. 102). Surrounded by a
circle of admiring writersâincluding Henryk Sienkiewicz
and StanisÅaw Witkiewiczâthe actress turned into a na-
tional sensation, feted and celebrated across the parti-
tions. Yet it was only by leaving Poland, paradoxically,
that she truly became a national icon. Foreign acclaim
made Modrzejewska âclose to omnipotent in the theater
and society,â allowing the actress to transcend petty pol-
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iticking and take on a symbolic role (p. 114). As a gen-
teel, successful âcultural ambassador,â she morphed into
a full-fledged representative of the Polish nation (p. 14).

Modrzejewska left for America in 1876, accompany-
ing her husband on a quixotic quest to set up a utopian
community near Anaheim. The community quickly went
under, plagued by poor planning and insufficient ex-
pertise, but the failure of this âCalifornia dreamâ al-
lowed the actress to chase another on the San Francisco
stage (p. 123). While Modrzejewskaâs profession and
notoriety set her apart from most Polish migrants, she
shared many of their basic challenges, and Holmgren
uses her story to shed new light on the Polish Ameri-
can experience. In contrast to foreign stars like Sarah
Bernhardt, Modrzejewska always insisted on perform-
ing in English, even as she struggled to shed her ac-
cent and to learn a new repertoire. Socially, the actress
and her husband became âensconced among her adopted
nationâs cultural elite,â forging friendships with Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, the critic William Winter, and
the actor Edwin Booth (p. 206). Still, Modrzejewska
maintained close ties with Polish American communi-
ties across the United States, and especially with Pol-
ish Catholic churches, which she regularly attended and
patronized. The actress also wasted no opportunity to
promote Polish causes among her American friends, in-
tegrating Polish plays into her repertoire and even ad-
vocating Polandâs independenceâan act of defiance that
earned her a ban from Russian authorities in Warsaw.
Like many immigrants, Holmgren concludes, Modrze-
jewska/Modjeska lived a binational life, inevitably en-
gaged in a process of âconstant self-translationâ (p. 254).

In tracking Modrzejewskaâs career, Holmgren paints
a rich picture of American theater at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, as it evolved from lowbrow entertainment
to high art. The noble bearing that the actress culti-
vated in Poland proved a major selling point in America,
where she and her husband, âCount BoÅ¼enta,â were
presented as European aristocrats. (Notably, such a pre-
sentation carried no traction in London, and Modrzejew-
skaâs attempts at an English career fizzled out in a mat-
ter of months.) Trading on this image, Modrzejewska fo-

cused on Shakespearean roles, which also realized âher
self-imposed mission of socially uplifting and artistically
advancing the American stageâ (p. 153). At the same
time, the actress worked to expand the canon by incor-
porating new works of European realism, such as Hen-
rik Ibsenâs A Dollâs House and Hermann Sudermannâs
Magda. Both productions scandalized critics with their
sympathetic portrayal of fallen women but offered Mod-
rzejewska a rare opportunity to tackle unconventional fe-
male roles. Holmgren shows how the nineteenth centu-
ryâs star system gave actors wide leeway to choose their
repertoire, staging, and ensemble. As one of Americaâs
biggest stars, Modrzejewska was instrumental in creat-
ing a âhighbrow American theaterâ while enjoying âa
broader professional and personal latitude than she ever
would have attained in Polandâ (p. 206).

Holmgrenâs study is a truly transnational biography,
elegantly written and immaculately researched. Its real
achievement is to make Modrzejewska whole, not just
by bridging two national narratives but by integrating
her public and private personae. Alongside an actress
gaining fame, we see a merchantâs daughter striving
for respectability, an immigrant trying to make sense of
a new world, and a mother raising her son in an un-
familiar landscape. What is more, we see how these
personal challenges forged a distinguished artistic iden-
tity. As Holmgren suggests, Modrzejewskaâs profes-
sional success stemmed in no small part from her abil-
ity to move between different countries, cultures, and
classes. The actress became adept at playing roles both
on stage and off, shrouding her life in an aura of legend.
At times, Holmgren seems to indulge in this legend her-
self: lengthy quotations from critics establish Modrze-
jewska as a star of the highest order, so as to persuade the
reader that she âbelongsâ with Booth and Bernhardt. In
effect, Holmgren carries on her subjectâs cherished mis-
sion to âdemonstrate… Polandâs cultural greatness to the
worldâ (p. 14). In this sense as in many others, Holm-
gren stays true to Modrzejewska, crafting a complex and
evocative portrait. Starring Madame Modjeska will be of
interest to scholars of nineteenth-century Poland, world
theater, and American immigration.
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