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Her ýnancial success was due 
to several blockbuster movies. 
Among them: ñBelle Donnaò 
(1923); ñThe Cheatò (1923); 
ñThe Spanish Dancerò (1923); 
ñMenò (1924); ñForbidden Para-
diseò (1924); ñShadows of Paris 
(1924); ñEast of Suezò (1925); 
and ñHotel Imperialò (1927). 

Downhill
Soon after, however, her career 

began to falter. Some blamed her 
ill-fated affairs, the introduction 
of talkies and the ñburdenò of her 
Polish accent. Others blamed her 
outbursts at Rudolph Valentinoôs 
funeral in 1926, when she declared 
she was his betrothed while hurling 
her body upon his casket. News-
papers described her outbursts as 
publicity stunts and decried her as 
little more than an opportunist.

Her public image deteriorated 
further when, within a year of 
Valentinoôs death, she and Serge 
Mdivani, a Georgian prince, ar-
rived together in New York on the 
S.S. Aquitanias, further conýrming 
for many that her Valentino perfor-
mance was just a publicity stunt.

Although her ýlm ñBarbed 
Wireò received good reviews 
later that year, the writing was 
on the wall. She married Mdi-
vani and moved to France, only 
to divorce again in 1931 for 
ñabandonment.ò She blamed 
Mdivani for losing most of her 
fortune following the stock mar-
ket crash of 1929.

Under suspicion
Few know that when Pola Ne-

gri arrived in the United States, 
she was not only an international 
movie star; she was also on U.S. 
government radar as a possible 
German espionage agent.

Documents uncovered in the 
U.S. National Archives reveal 
that on Aug. 11, 1922, the U.S. 
Department of State sent letters 
to J. Edgar Hoover, then assistant 
director of the FBI, and to U.S. 
Army intelligence describing Ms. 
Negri as a ñGerman spy.ò 

Suspicion about her loyal-
ties dogged her for more than 
20 years.

How this affected her career, no 
one knows. But she always seemed 
to show up in the right place and 
at the right time, especially in 
Germany in the days leading up 
to World War II. Some believe she 
may have been ñþippedò by the 
feds ð acting as a double agent 
ð and thus working not for Ger-
many but for the FBI. The theory 
is supported in part by Hooverôs 
reported long-standing associa-
tion with her, including an exten-
sive exchange of correspondence 
in the 1960s.

ñThere were always rumors and 
unproved allegations,ò says Jeanine 
Basinger, chair of the Film Studies 
Program at Wesleyan University, 

ñBut I doubt she was ever a spy.ò

Talent
Pola Negriôs diminutive body 

and facial animation expressed 
stunning power and emotion in 
unprecedented ways. In ýlm, she 
projected strength, independence 
and the image of a sexually aware 
woman at a time when women 
were typically portrayed as help-
less virgins, suffering mothers or 
evil prostitutes.   

ñShe was very, very important to 
the ýlm industry and enormously 
inþuential as a very strong, inde-
pendent, female ýgure who made 
her own decisions in life,ò says 
Ms. Basinger. ñShe was a fantas-
tic actress, with tremendous range 
and subtlety; but it was her off-
screen antics, like having wolf-
hounds to match the color of her 
cars, her crazy temperament and 
her negative publicity that dimin-
ished the overall view of her as an 
actress and ýlm pioneer.ò

But what she may have lost 
in Hollywood, she gained in the 
world, as her inþuence extended 
far beyond the silver screen. 

Women around the world 
þocked to see her ýlms, mim-
icking her þamboyant style, 
provocative dress and strong in-
dependence and, above all, her 
challenge of traditional male 
dominance. She was irrever-
ent, painting her ýngernails and 
toenails red, smoking cigarettes, 
wearing high boots and turbans, 
while displaying her ýnancial 
independence in a whirl of furs, 
diamonds and pearls.

ñShe was the ýrst to do many 
thingsé from the way she 
dressed, to the way she moved. 
She was the ýrst to dance with 
a snakeé something unheard of 
at the time,ò Mr. Kotowski says. 
ñMany of todayôs female artists 
follow the ideas pioneered by 
Pola. Just look at MTVéEven 
Britney Spears used a snake in 
one of her videoséò

Unfortunately for her career, 
Hollywood typecast her as a vamp, 
and rumors swirled around her. Al-
though she starred in a number of 
very successful ýlms in the United 
States, the censorship of the the 
Motion Picture Production Code 
of 1930 (Hays Code), limited her 
roles. In a 1978 interview, Pola 
Negri boasted she was the ýrst to 
bring sex to movies ñbut in a digni-
ýed and subtle manner.ò

Rejection 
Even before she left for Eu-

rope, Pola Negri had become a 
studio liability. Paramount did 
not renew her contract, refusing 
to list her name in their billboards 
and advertisements. 

The whispers and rumors, how-
ever, did not diminish her artistic 
accomplishments. In France, she 
made ñFanatismeò (1934) before 
signing a contract with German ýlm 
studio UFA in 1935. While in Ger-
many, her ýlms were highly regard-

ed, including ñMazurkaò (1935), 
ñMoskou-Shanghaiò (1937), and 
ñMadame Bovaryò (1937). 

More controversy was to come, 
however. Nazis claimed she was 
part Jewish and forbade her from 
working in Germany. But Adolph 
Hitler was so taken by her beauty 
and talent, he personally intervened 
to have the order rescinded.

After the outbreak of World 
War II, she returned to France, 
then sailed for the United States 
in 1941, where she was brieþy 
detained and questioned.

Life in Texas
After living in Los Angeles for 

years, in 1957 Pola Negri moved 
to San Antonio with heiress and 
former radio personality Margaret 
L. West. For a time, they lived in 
the downtown Menger Hotel, later 
buying a large home in the Olmos 

Park district of San Antonio.
After the death of Ms. West in 

1963, Pola Negri engaged in numer-
ous civic activities, including mem-
bership on the board of directors of 
the San Antonio Symphony Orchestra 
and the San Antonio Little Theater.

Her personal library was donated 
to Trinity University in San Antonio, 
and a large collection of memorabilia, 
including rare prints of her early ýlms, 
were given to St. Maryôs University.

Near her bed, until her dying 
day, there remained a signed pic-
ture of the man she alleged was her 
long-lost love, Rudolph Valentino. 
It is inscribed, ñTo my imperative 
yet imperially darling Polita, Que 
jaime plus my ma vie (whom I love 
more than my life).ò  

Frank Levine is a seasoned 
Austin Journalist.

All that remains
by Carolyn Banks 

Texas LifeTimes Editor

It is touching to see the things that the glamorous movie star Pola 
Negri left behind. The items are tucked away in several cardboard 
ýle boxes and rest on plain metal shelves in the library of St. Maryôs 
University in San Antonio.

Ms. Negriôs medical records are there ð she died of complica-
tions of a brain tumor in 1987 ð but Brother Robert D. Wood, re-
sponsible for the collection, feels they should stay off limits.

There are photographs and prayer books, along with several red 
leather scrapbooks with her name embossed in gold on the covers. 
She had paid Luceôs Clipping Service to gather the reams of articles 
that mentioned her name. 

Here are some headlines:
 

ñA Creature of Fire!ò
ñHail Pola as Venus of 1922ò
ñEuropeôs Most Beautiful Star Here at Lastò
ñWarsaw Dark Lady Who Rocked Hollywoodò

When Pola Negri was 70, she appeared at the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York City, where a 1925 ýlm of hers was being shown, 
and gave an interview: ñThe past was wonderful,ò she said. ñIt was 
youth and exhilaration. I would not have missed it for the world. The 
present is age and a little wisdom. I am grateful to have survived 
long enough to have experienced it.ò                                              

Curator Brother Robert D. Wood holds a photo of Rudolph 
Valrnino and  his horse Jadaan in Pola Negri’s photo album.
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