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How to Be a Movie Star





FOR ONCE THE SUN overhead was the brightest object around. On a warm morning in September 2006, Elizabeth Taylor, seventy-four, left the diamonds at home and boarded a sightseeing boat, the Kainani, off Oahu’s North Shore. Wearing a baggy white T-shirt over a one-piece bathing suit, she gripped the arms of her black wheelchair tightly as the craft zipped out of Haleiwa Harbor. Slapping against the waves of the Pacific, the thirty-two–foot Kainani was a far cry from the Kalizma, the floating palace with six cabins and two staterooms on which Taylor had once navigated the world. But a leisurely cruise was not what the two-time Academy Award winner had in mind.


Three miles out to sea, the Kainani arrived at what its captain called “the shark grounds.” On another excursion not long before, Elizabeth had sat forlornly while her friends dropped off the side of the boat in a Plexiglas cage to swim with Galapagos sharks. Alone on deck, she’d stewed; the sidelines had never been for her. So she’d insisted on another trip—and this time no one was going to stop her from going down.


In the months leading up to this day, the papers had been filled with tales of Elizabeth Taylor being “near death” or half-mad from Alzheimer’s. She’d gone on Larry King Live to dispel the rumors, but she knew there were ways of making the point a bit more vividly. So, slowly and determinedly, she rose from that damn chair. Handed a mask, she followed the instructions to spit into it so that the plastic wouldn’t fog up underwater. Then she slipped the thing on and bit down on the snorkel. Pushing aides aside, she stepped into the ten-by-six-foot cage. Lured by the engine, the sharks were already circling. With the pull of a lever and a wave from the star, the cage slid below the surface of the ocean.


Of course, this wasn’t the first time Elizabeth Taylor had gone head-to-head with sharks. She’d tangled with lots of them: demanding studio heads, overbearing directors, bluenose columnists, greedy husbands. And she’d done so with a shrewdness and a keen understanding of just how a star went about getting what she wanted. “She was always in control,” said her friend, photographer Gianni Bozzachi. “She did not seek fame but she knew how to use it. She was very smart. People don’t know how smart.” Some chroniclers, perhaps too dazzled by the violet eyes and the glittery melodrama of her life, have missed that salient point. Long before our own celebrity age, Elizabeth Taylor carved the template for how to be a movie star. So many of the tricks of the trade can be traced right back to her.


When the cage finally resurfaced, Taylor smiled at the photographer who was there to record the moment. Her scarlet nails, still perfectly manicured, sparkled in the sun. Getting into that shark cage, she later told columnist Liz Smith, was “the most exciting thing” she’d done—which, given her life, was saying a lot. “To be in that cage and watch the sharks get closer and closer,” she told Ingrid Sischy in Interview, “I had no sense of fear.” Of course not; sitting across from Louis B. Mayer had been far more unnerving. Within a short time, the photos and news of her adventure had zoomed around the world. Soon there was buzz about an eighth marriage and a possible lead in the film version of the musical Sunset Boulevard. So much for death’s door, baby.


Movie stars—like automobiles, airplanes, and apple pies—are quintessentially American commodities. When we measure what we’ve given the world, the product of Personality—used to inspire, entertain, endorse, titillate, preach, stoke the flames of our imaginations, and sell, sell, sell—may prove more influential than even the Model T. Elizabeth Taylor—for her performances both good and bad, for her innocence, sexiness, rebellion, honesty, and sheer life force—has been called the greatest movie star of all. She has become a cultural artifact that transcends temporal value judgments and the hectoring of the moralists who plagued her career. Her life was made into art, soap opera, scandal, tragedy, and even a bit of myth—a transformation begun by the starmakers at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, the studio that launched her when she was twelve, and continued by agents and publicists like Kurt Frings, Bill Doll, John Springer, and Chen Sam, and given its final patina by the media, with which Taylor has always had a symbiotic relationship. A creature of newspaper headlines and telephoto images, Elizabeth enjoyed an unprecedented celebrity that made her into an icon of desire, of gusto, of appetites passionately sated, of candor, of courage, of never saying no to big bad life.


With her studio-instilled instinct for presence (not to mention her refusal to suffer even a moment of boredom), Elizabeth Taylor created the model for stardom and turned it into big business. Before “Liz,” the paparazzi were just a bunch of aggressive Italian photographers; because of her, they became a worldwide phenomenon. Part engineering, part instinct, part fate, part simply the pursuit of good times, her fame continues to set the gold standard. Britney may break down; Angelina may steal Brad from Jen; Madonna may reinvent herself as saint, shepherdess, horsewoman, or action figure. But no one has done anything that Elizabeth Taylor didn’t do first—and without the excess calculation.


Today’s stars concoct their lives for public consumption: Was Britney really that crazy or was it just a quirky twenty-first-century way of staying in the headlines? So much in stars’ lives is suspect today. Taylor, by contrast, was brought up to be a star; and while she certainly took advantage of every twist and turn in her epic life, she wasn’t constantly configuring and reconfiguring her existence for maximum exposure—the way, for example, her first husband’s grandniece, Paris Hilton, would do a couple of generations later. For Taylor, stardom came naturally. She had an affinity for the romance of life. Her fame was a roller coaster of spontaneity and strategy, and all the would-be icons who have followed her have attempted to retrace that pattern, manufacturing the kinds of developments that came to Taylor so extempore and that she (or those who worked for her) used so brilliantly to her advantage.


She also understood that riding the headlines was never enough; she knew that fame should be an exchange with the public. And so, for every cover of Photoplay, there was a Giant or a Suddenly, Last Summer. After all the hoopla over her affair with Richard Burton, she made sure there was a Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?


“I don’t pretend to be an ordinary housewife,” Elizabeth once declared, and that, in a simple sentence, is the secret of her appeal. Many of her contemporaries did pretend to be ordinary housewives, succumbing to the dictum that stars should be like the rest of us. But Taylor stood apart, reveling in her ability to fascinate, to scandalize, to provoke. Swathed in mink, sailing aboard yachts, discarding husbands nearly as frequently as she changed her diamond earrings, Elizabeth dominated the headlines for three glittering decades, rewriting the rules as she went along, inverting paradigms, defying conventions, beating expectations, and in the course of it all laying down the yardstick by which celebrity has been measured ever since.


Part of her celebrity, of course, was inherent, magical, and un-quantifiable. “At her best, Elizabeth Taylor simply is,” writes Camille Paglia. “An electric, erotic charge vibrates the space between her face and the lens. It is an extrasensory, pagan phenomenon.” Richard Burton, admittedly not an unbiased observer, thought that Elizabeth “emanated” something onscreen that he frankly didn’t understand—a trait she shared with Brando, Clift, and Garbo.


But an equally large part of it was craft: Taylor grew up with the camera, after all, both the motion-picture variety and the popping flashcubes of the press corps. By sheer instinct she knew how to position herself in a shot. One of her directors was amazed by her ability to determine the camera’s location simply by the heat on her cheeks. She could also be a damn fine actress at times: Hollywood historian Gavin Lambert thought that with the right director, Taylor could “more than rise to the occasion,” while Paglia declared her “the greatest actress in film history”—not for any proficiency in technique but for her mastery of the “liquid realm of emotion.” That’s the point: Of all the lessons Taylor learned so well at MGM, the most valuable had little to do with acting.


Consider this: In 1950, when she was eighteen and making Father of the Bride, the studio decided that Elizabeth should take a real-life trip down the aisle for the good of the box office. The marriage was a personal trauma for the sensitive young woman, but it also proved to be an instructive experience in the ways that stardom could be sold—and souls damaged. In such an ambitious and mercenary world, Taylor had to become tough and refuse to crumble like Judy Garland. Her triumph over the studio system meant that she would help lay the foundation for the industry and the ways of doing business that replaced it. She was the first female star to be paid a million dollars a picture and to take a share of the profits. When she was told a few years ago that Julia Roberts was making twenty million a picture, Elizabeth simply smiled and said, “I started it.”


Some people even argue that she spurred the sexual revolution of the 1960s. One of the first big stars to pose nude for Playboy (though not fully) and to take off her clothes onscreen (discreetly), Taylor pushed the envelope on all things sexual. Her matrimonial adventures took the sting out of adultery. Her affair with the married Richard Burton—so notorious that it knocked John Glenn’s historic space flight off the front page of some newspapers—occurred just as the public was “questioning old values and trying new ones on for size,” the anthropologist George O’Neil observed; by its very prominence, O’Neil believed that the affair helped “speed up the revolution in moral standards.” Slightly more than a decade earlier Hollywood had exiled the adulterous Ingrid Bergman, but in 1962 Elizabeth Taylor became the biggest star of the year after refusing to apologize for her love affair.


Writer Maureen Orth calls Taylor “the Madame Curie of fame extension.” Indeed, from the sweet child of National Velvet who masqueraded as a jockey to win the Grand National, to the idealized young woman of A Place in the Sun who was worth whatever punishment Montgomery Clift risked on her behalf, to the fiery seductress of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof who slunk around in a revealing white slip, to the foul-mouthed shrew of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? who tore everyone and everything around her to pieces, Taylor created characters in her four decades onscreen that were cannily layered onto her real-life persona. “That’s how stars became great,” said Hollywood agent Dick Clayton. “They had a little bit of everything for everyone.”


But the best part she ever played was Elizabeth Taylor. Film theorist Richard Dyer has suggested that the alchemy of true stardom is produced by the reconciliation of contradictions. Certainly few other performers have exhibited as captivating a duality as Taylor. Watching her with Montgomery Clift in A Place in the Sun, critic Andrew Sarris decreed them “the most beautiful couple in the history of cinema,” calling their gigantic close-ups “unnerving—sybaritic—like gorging on chocolate sundaes.” And yet for all her movie-queen beauty, Taylor was also a good old gal who liked her fun and fried chicken. Stories about her 33.19-carat Krupp Diamond (“Big girls need big diamonds”) were balanced by tales of the peanut butter and bacon sandwiches she carried in her bag.


It’s exactly this kind of paradox, this melding of the ordinary and the extraordinary, that makes a personality memorable. Elizabeth was a smoldering siren who lured helpless men away from their wives, but she was also a bit of an oddball. Liz Smith recalled the time that the star was invited to dinner by a wealthy admirer. “Who is this person?” Elizabeth asked, insisting that she didn’t visit people she didn’t know. But when told that the man liked to “dress up in satin ball gowns and stick diamond tiaras over his bald spot,” she had second thoughts. “Oh, why, he’s one of us then,” she said. “Of course I’ll go.”


She was a star without airs. Mike Nichols said that of all the people he’d worked with, Taylor had the “most democratic soul,” treating electricians on the set the same way she would a Rothschild at a charity gala. After making The Blue Bird with the star in 1973, director George Cukor told Taylor that she possessed “that rarest of virtues—simple kindness.” Tom Mankiewicz, the son of the man who directed her in Suddenly, Last Summer and Cleopatra, said Taylor could “spot a phony a mile away.” In her own press she did her best to walk a careful line between hype and truth. “I try not to live a lie,” she told one reporter at the height of the scandal with Burton, when no one was sure what it would do to her career. “I can’t be that hypocritical [just] to protect my public.”


Her authenticity, of course, became its own selling point. In 1966, while helping shape publicity for Taylor’s film Reflections in a Golden Eye, no less than Gloria Steinem suggested a campaign featuring the star as the “movie queen with no ego.” Despite Elizabeth’s palatial dressing rooms and other luxuries, Steinem argued that Taylor set herself apart by being “expert at what she does, un-catty in her work relationships with other actresses, and pretty much willing to try whatever the director asks.” After a decade of being known as Hollywood’s home wrecker, it would be this more humane, bighearted view of Elizabeth Taylor that would prevail in people’s minds. “She is the good-bad girl who gives the audience a sense of breaking the bonds of daily life without casting loose from all moorings,” wrote the journalist (and Taylor’s occasional lover) Max Lerner.


And what makes her unique in the Hollywood pantheon is that none of the images that spun around her circled too far from the truth. Garbo’s supposed preference for being alone was simply part of a manufactured mystique. Katharine Hepburn’s all-American public self (the “Creature,” she called it) was crafted to disguise her unorthodoxy and ensure her legacy. But if “Kate” was largely fiction, “Liz” was real—no matter how much Taylor despised the press’s ubiquitous nickname. Yet just because the product was more genuine than most doesn’t mean that she was above merchandising it; every great star has to be a great peddler as well. Elizabeth knew how to make every scandal work for her and turn criticism on its head. “There’s no deodorant like success,” she once stated. Her grasp of the tricky business of fame meant that she’d outshine other greats like Garbo and Monroe who never knew how to cope except when in front of the cameras. Elizabeth, by contrast, was equally at home on the soundstage or the world stage. Critic David Thomson once proclaimed Elizabeth “the most ambitious of them all.”


True enough—but Taylor’s ambition wasn’t quite what one might expect. Certainly she knew how to play the game better than most; when her marriage to Eddie Fisher was crumbling, she distracted the press with a shopping spree in Paris, loading herself down with boxes from Chanel, Dior, and Yves Saint Laurent. And even during her frequent hospital stays, the reports issued by her publicists were timed to have the maximum effect on public sympathy. Yet it was never about fame for fame’s sake; stardom for Elizabeth was a means to an end. “Taylor seems more to coexist with fame than to dwell within it,” the writer Ethan Mordden observed.


Indeed, the primary function of her extraordinary celebrity was to enable the kind of rarefied lifestyle that she considered hers by birthright. The spotlight alone was never enough, the way it was for Hepburn or Joan Crawford. For Taylor fame was merely the currency that allowed her to do what she wanted when and where she wanted. Her friend, the producer Hank Moonjean, remembered being sent to Switzerland to look for a house for her. “Where the fuck are you?” the star demanded when she reached him on the phone. She wanted him back in time for a game of hearts she was setting up for the next day. Moonjean told her he’d found a house and that it cost $400,000 (a king’s ransom then). “Buy it!” she commanded. But didn’t she need to see it? “No, just fucking buy it!” Should he try to negotiate down the price? “No,” she cried, “just buy the damn thing so you can get back here and we can play fucking hearts!” What was fame if she couldn’t play cards when and with whom she wanted?


Elizabeth once remarked to Dominick Dunne—“without an iota of braggadocio”—that she couldn’t remember a time when she wasn’t famous. That’s key to understanding her. Even though she didn’t become a star until the age of twelve, her early entitlement sprang from a privileged childhood as the daughter of middle-class Americans who’d found the good life in British aristocratic circles and who, like MGM a few years later, indulged her every whim. Yet while she was always more a red-blooded broad than a blue-blooded dame (her designation as a Dame of the Order of the British Empire in 2000 notwithstanding), her love for the finer things would serve her well as a movie star.


Of course, such luxury meant that she never experienced “ordinary” life. Shooting a scene in Butterfield 8, director Daniel Mann handed his star a couple of eggs and told her to pretend to make breakfast as she stood at the stove. Taylor’s eyes grew wide. Holding an egg out in each hand, she implored, “But what do I do with them?” She had never made breakfast in her life. Neither had she ever been to a baseball game or a school dance that wasn’t arranged by the Metro publicity department. Yet studio press releases, cranked out on mimeograph machines, tried—not always successfully—to create the illusion that Elizabeth was just a simple girl with ordinary dreams.


This is the trap that biographers have sometimes fallen into, swayed by those long-ago press releases into chronicling Taylor’s romances and marriages as simply the narrative of a passionate woman’s heart. In most accounts, Elizabeth moves from Glenn Davis to Bill Pawley to Conrad “Nicky” Hilton (and beyond) without any other consideration than “love.” Yet while Taylor’s passion is undeniable, such an approach misses the far more interesting story of how these relationships were used by the studio and later by her own press agents to further her fame—and always with Elizabeth’s compliance.


Indeed, the two central memes of Taylor’s career—her marriages and her illnesses—were marketed for every last dollar of their commercial value. That doesn’t mean they weren’t real; it simply means that everyone involved understood the considerable gain that they promised to yield.


It is my job with this book to not only separate fact from fiction, but to also consider the ways in which they inform each other, and to document as best as possible the sometimes practical, sometimes mysterious ways in which Elizabeth Taylor became a movie star—and how she managed to stay on top for four magnificent decades.


How to Be a Movie Star is not a traditional biography. I do not cover every year of Taylor’s life, or every film, or every up and down of every romance. There are plenty of other books that do that. I’m not here to repeat well-known anecdotes merely for form’s sake. Instead I take instruction from the book’s title. What intrigues me are those areas that haven’t been fully investigated before: the mechanics of Taylor’s fame and the alchemy that assured her enduring celebrity. By considering these, I hope to understand fame itself a little better. And for that, what better model than Elizabeth Taylor?


For my purposes, I concentrate on (to use Sarris’s term) her “chocolate sundae” years, zooming in on key periods of Taylor’s life that tell the larger story of her walk with fame: the campaign to be cast in National Velvet; the productions of A Place in the Sun and Giant; the jet-setting celebrity she enjoyed with Mike Todd (back when air travel was still a novelty to most people); the hysterical public reaction to her affair with Fisher; the transformative scandal with Burton; and the behind-the-scenes stories of Cleopatra and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? I fade out with The Little Foxes and Elizabeth triumphantly taking her curtain calls on Broadway, basking in the affection of her public.


Her life went on from there, of course; her heartfelt advocacy on behalf of those with AIDS will likely be remembered as her greatest achievement. But after the late 1960s, Taylor ceased being a movie star, strictly speaking. Although she still made the occasional appearance in film or on TV, her fame was now carried along largely by the momentum of the previous forty years. And so grand and glamorous were those years that they could palliate the sometimes painful gaucheries of Taylor’s later life: the trips to the Betty Ford Clinic, the marriage to construction worker Larry Fortensky, the friendship with Michael Jackson, The Flintstones.


To re-create Taylor’s many different worlds, I have drawn from sources that were either never previously used or seriously under-utilized, such as director George Stevens’s personal papers for A Place in the Sun and Giant, which included Elizabeth’s private medical records tucked away in one folder; the FBI files of Mike Todd; the business records of the Todd organization; the hundreds of letters Hedda Hopper received during the Eddie Fisher scandal; the studio marketing plans for Butterfield 8; the private letters between Burton and his former lover Claire Bloom; court depositions given by Taylor and Burton when Fox sued them over Cleopatra; the journal kept by producer Ernest Lehman during the making of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?; and Taylor’s working script for The Little Foxes, complete with her own handwritten notes. For the most part, the quotes I use come from fresh sources, such as transcripts of unpublished interviews with Elizabeth, Burton, George Stevens, Hedda Hopper, and others.


I also spoke with many of Taylor’s friends, colleagues, and family, most of whom are here on the record. Only a few asked that their names not be used; I agreed to their anonymity because their proximity to Taylor offered valuable insight. Yet equally as important were those who, even if their connection to the star was tangential, offered commentary on the mechanics of her celebrity. Among these were publicists and agents who described for me the elaborate process of studio starmaking; Elizabeth’s fellow contract players who shared their own experiences at the MGM lot and studio schoolhouse; and the original paparazzi who conveyed their unique perspective on the power and allure of fame.


If not the greatest star, Elizabeth Taylor is certainly the last. Her singular journey through the popular imagination tells us everything we need to know about fame and public life in the twentieth century. It also provides some telling insight into what it’s become today. The old adage that they don’t make stars like Elizabeth Taylor anymore is true. Even when they were making stars like her, she had few rivals. Some years ago, Elizabeth called herself “Mother Courage” and vowed she’d be dragging her sable coat behind her into old age. Whether sable or shark cages, Elizabeth Taylor has kept her word. 
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When in Rome


 


December 1961–April 1962





NEW YEAR’S EVE, 1961. People, ordinary and otherwise, were gathering along Rome’s famed Via Veneto, a boulevard of blasphemy in the shadow of Vatican City. The atmosphere outside Bricktop’s, the nightclub for the chic and the daring run by the cigar-smoking chanteuse who’d inspired Cole Porter’s “Miss Otis Regrets,” was feverish. The air was a blend of cigarette smoke and perfume. The holiday wasn’t the only reason for the energy. Much of it came from rumors that somewhere inside Bricktop’s the world’s most famous woman was ringing out the old—not to mention the fairly recent—in her own lively fashion.


“Leez,” the mob began to chant. “Leez!”


Within the smoky club, Elizabeth Taylor threw her head back in laughter, her cheeks rosy with champagne and revelry. The diamonds around her neck sparkled, and for a second her plunging neckline revealed even more soft cleavage than usual. Across from her, nearly as starstruck as the crowd outside, was Tom Mankiewicz, the nineteen-year-old son of the director who had brought Elizabeth to the Eternal City.


“It’s impossible to exaggerate how beautiful Elizabeth Taylor was back then,” Mankiewicz said. “She was so beautiful that my teeth hurt.”


At twenty-nine, Elizabeth, the mother of three, still had the figure of a goddess—or at least the attitude and experience to convince just about everyone that her attributes were divine. Her beauty was real, but it was maximized by her performance: Her walk, her talk, her clothes, her jewels all announced, “I’m here. Aren’t I grand?”—which would be followed by another eruption of ebullient laughter and a sip of something, then a flash of those magnificent eyes. Elizabeth Taylor made beauty warm and approachable—if expensive.


As just about everyone on the planet knew, she was in Italy to play Cleopatra, queen of the Nile. “It is important for Liz to know that Cleopatra was considered a goddess, directly divine, by herself as well as by the Egyptians,” writer Paddy Chayefsky had advised the film’s producers. The Egyptian queen, he said, was sensual, aristocratic, clever, and impulsive. Call it a match or a revision of history or just pure invention, but Cleopatra was becoming the latest incarnation of Elizabeth Taylor.


Now into its second year of production, having started and stopped any number of times in London and now in Rome, Cleopatra was on its way to becoming the most expensive production of its era. Part of the enormous budget—$20 million at that point, and it would later double—was because of its especially grand scale. The Alexandrian set was the largest ever built, spreading over thirty acres. And that was just the real estate. Wags joked, not without cause, that Cleopatra had the third largest navy in the world. But the real grandeur was Elizabeth; the hurricane of sex and glamour she stirred up didn’t come cheap. Her $1 million salary was a landmark in 1961, and then there was her share of the profits. She stood to make a killing. But then—as this evening illustrated—she worked overtime.


In 1961 Elizabeth was the biggest star in the world. The annual exhibitors’ poll had just confirmed her number one box-office status, largely due to her smash hit, Butterfield 8. She’d nabbed an Oscar for that one—though some people said that she’d really won for best performance in a real-life tragedy: her near-fatal (or fatalish) bout with pneumonia earlier that year. Six months later she was out of bed and causing a riot in Rome soon after she arrived with a neckline that plunged to her waist. Two thousand screaming fans broke through a ring of police when they spied her at the Sistina Theater, and she was lost among them for a moment. Scrambling into a parked car and locking the door behind her, Elizabeth waited until the police arrived to escort her to safety. Who said a million was so generous? And she played it all to the hilt.


Every day was more of the same: more outfits, more screams, more drama. Her life seemed concocted to create havoc and dispel boredom. Outside her hotel the street became a circus every time Elizabeth raised the blinds in her room. But what she was really doing was raising the curtain on the Era of Celebrity. Hundreds gathered daily, “thinking there might be a chance they’d see her walk in or out,” Mankiewicz said. Her hold over the public and their dreams was like the caress of a steel vise. She had been trained in the all-American art of public living since girlhood, and she had elevated it to an almost Shakespearean level—with diamonds and disposable husbands.


Her training came courtesy of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, the studio that, more than any other, created the business of Hollywood and the cultivation of these things called stars. Trained by experts, Elizabeth had taken it all up a notch or two when given the opportunity. “No one—and I mean no one—has ever had that kind of fame quotient,” Tom Mankiewicz said. “And no one has ever handled it quite so well.”


Seated at Bricktop’s on that New Year’s Eve, Elizabeth glanced up to see a young United States marine in full-dress uniform approaching the table. “I’d like to ask you to dance,” the young man said. Taylor’s husband (number four), the singer Eddie Fisher, tried to shoo him away, but Elizabeth, her extraordinary blue eyes (the press routinely called them violet) filling with mischief, followed the kid onto the dance floor.


While Fisher brooded, the rest of the table admired how charming and ladylike Elizabeth was with the marine—even after just knocking back an Ivan the Terrible, a potent mix of vodka, grappa, and ouzo, on a dare from her costar, Richard Burton, who was there with his gracious, soft-spoken wife, Sybil. The Burtons were the official hosts of the party; Taylor and Fisher were the guests of honor. Among the entourage was Elizabeth’s longtime pal Roddy McDowall, accompanied by his boyfriend, John Valva; the film’s producer, Walter Wanger, in from Los Angeles; and director Joe Mankiewicz with his two sons, Tom and Chris, who were assisting on the film.


Once the marine had returned Elizabeth to the table, Eddie announced that they were calling it a night. “There isn’t anything more important than the sleep and rest of Elizabeth Taylor,” he often said. But someone had other plans. It wasn’t even midnight yet, Elizabeth argued, arms akimbo, eyes flashing.


Burton egged her on. “You see here?” he asked, tapping Elizabeth’s glass. “She hasn’t even finished her champagne.”


Several observers witnessed Burton switching his own glass with her empty one. His ruse continued for the next hour as he slid refills on the table and she drank them down eagerly. Fisher didn’t catch on, but he knew something was happening. The increasing proximity of Elizabeth and Richard unnerved him. The others noticed it as well. “It was just a matter of time before they began an affair, if they hadn’t already,” Tom Mankiewicz said. “We were all just waiting for it to happen.”


So be it. Movie people have affairs. It’s part of the way business is done. Two years before, when he’d directed her in Suddenly, Last Summer, Joe Mankiewicz himself had taken up with Elizabeth. The Cleopatra publicists probably expected—perhaps even welcomed—a bit of behind-the-scenes with Taylor and Burton. But they had no idea of the earthquake that was about to hit.




*





The crowd outside was growing bolder, pushing against the red velvet ropes that cordoned off Bricktop’s entrance. Photographers zipped up on their little Vespa motorbikes. One jumped off and shimmied up a streetlamp. Another crawled under the legs of the crowd to the nightclub’s front door. But one man took the award for most enterprising performance.


Gilberto Petrucci, twenty-two and handsome enough to blend in with the big names, dropped a few hundred lire into the palm of a doorman. Just as the clock struck twelve, he slipped inside the club, his camera discreetly covered by his coat. Smiling at his buona fortuna, he knew he’d have to act fast. Bricktop’s bouncers would be on him at any moment to toss him out on his natiche. Unnoticed among all the noisemakers, Petrucci managed to get off a round of pictures, then dropped to his knees to change film.


“And I looked over,” he said, “and I could see that under the table, Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor were holding hands.”


Then he felt a hand on his shoulder—Bricktop’s majordomo was putting an end to the impromptu photo session. As Petrucci left, he noticed Burton glance his way.


It was only then, apparently, that the Cleopatra company understood the commotion they were causing streetside. “We were told that we couldn’t leave through the front door,” Tom Mankiewicz said. “The Via Veneto was packed solid. Thousands of people were waiting out there for Elizabeth to come outside.”


So they exited out the back under heavy escort, detouring through the warm kitchen smelling of garlic and oregano. On a side street they piled into two waiting cars. Someone caught sight of Elizabeth’s black hair and sparkling dress, and shrieked, “There she is!” As the mob roared down the street, the cars sped off into the night. Elizabeth, undoubtedly, loved it; she liked a good chase scene. And one wonders if Burton might have acquired a taste for the thrill of it all himself that night.


Petrucci didn’t pursue them. He had his photos and was developing them even as he wove his motorbike in and out of the snarl of traffic. “I invented a photo-processing lab right inside my Vespa, the only one in the world,” Petrucci said. “This way I could process the pictures and get them in ahead of my rivals.”


Magazines like Oggi Illustrato, L’Europeo, Lo Specchio and Settimo Giorno paid hefty sums for photos of celebrities. Petrucci was part of a roving band of freelance imagemakers who catered to this clientele. The term paparazzi, lifted from the Fellini film La Dolce Vita, had not yet become widespread, although it was along the glittery Via Veneto that photographers, stalking their subjects like prey, created what would become one of the celebrity circus’s most controversial sideshows. It was here that Tony Franciosa, husband of Shelley Winters, went berserk after being snapped entering Bricktop’s with Ava Gardner. It was also here that former King Farouk of Egypt hurled his considerable girth at a photographer after being caught with his mistress at the Café de Paris.


Though a tough breed, these “assault photographers” were far less aggressive than the paparazzi of today. Young men mostly, they dressed fashionably in coats and ties or cardigan sweaters that were sometimes complemented by colorful sashes. They traveled in packs, the heavy batteries of their Rolleiflexes slung over their shoulders. The best shots came when they worked together. One night while pursuing Ava Gardner, the photographers Tazio Secchiaroli and Elio Sorci came up with a plan. Secchiaroli would insinuate himself as close to Gardner as possible, then set off his flash directly in her face. When the time came, the actress’s escort, actor Walter Chiari, took off after Secchiaroli just as they had hoped. Sorci, meanwhile, was snapping away. The resulting photos, published in Settimo Giorno, turned both young men into hotshots along the Via Veneto. “We discovered that by creating little incidents we could produce great features that earned us a lot of money,” Secchiaroli said. Creating “little incidents” to produce dramatic reactions would become one of the signature arts of these photographers.


By 1961 the self-proclaimed king of the camera troops was a Russian expatriate, Ivan Kroscenko, who had declared that Elizabeth Taylor was the biggest “get” of all. Before Elizabeth’s arrival in Rome, Kroscenko predicted that she would become a veritable cottage industry in Italy: “You’ll see photographs of her—intimate ones—with some handsome actor, fascinating director, or patrician playboy.” He spoke with such confidence because he’d heard murmurs that Fisher was fading out of the picture. And Kroscenko knew that stars in troubled marriages loved to let loose in Rome. “We can hardly wait,” he said gleefully.


But the Taylor show had been subdued so far. If spotted, Elizabeth was always with her husband. She’d chosen a villa far out on the old Appian Way with walls so high that photographers couldn’t see over them, even when perched in trees and armed with telephoto lenses. On the day she reported to Cinecittà Studios for costume tests, she flicked a finger at the mob of paparazzi and Joe Mankiewicz promptly ordered twelve guards at every gate.


Kroscenko’s boasts led some people to suspect that he was planning to manipulate a shot with Taylor and a “lover,” much as Secchiaroli and Sorci had done with Ava Gardner. If the star wouldn’t give them an authentic love affair, the photographers might just hire some idle Italian nobleman to plant a kiss on her cheek. But on New Year’s Day, Petrucci—Kroscenko’s young protégé—brought news of what he’d spied inside Bricktop’s. “And then it became the mission of all of us,” Petrucci said, “to get the first photo of Burton and Taylor together.”




*





Six thousand miles away, Hedda Hopper, widely syndicated columnist and notorious maker or breaker of Hollywood careers, took a call from one of her “leg men.” Just days into the new year, Hedda was on to a story, and she’d told her spies to bring her the dirt. In the biz, these leg men were usually gay and enjoyed a wide swath of worldwide connections. This particular foot soldier had just gotten back from Rome, and he repeated what Hedda had been hearing for weeks: that as far as Elizabeth Taylor was concerned, Eddie Fisher was almost history. But he added a bit more juice. Sources on the set of Cleopatra reported lots of giggling and whispering between Elizabeth and her costar, the handsome Welshman, Mr. Burton. Just like Tom Mankiewicz, Hedda’s spies considered an affair inevitable—if, in fact, one hadn’t already begun.


Hedda seethed. She saw herself as more than a mere gossip columnist; she was the watchful mother and moral arbiter for an industry she loved deeply, even if she regarded it as often in need of chastisement. Long widowed, deeply lonely, approaching eighty, Hedda’s whole world was her column and the vicarious view that it provided of other people’s lives. Once she’d been more than just a fan of pretty little Elizabeth Taylor; she believed that she’d made the girl a star by promoting her in her column. But Taylor’s marital adventures had always rankled Hedda, particularly the one that had brought Eddie Fisher into the picture. To Hedda’s mind, Elizabeth had stolen Eddie away from sweet little Debbie Reynolds, and so she’d made it her job to instill that impression in the public’s mind as well. Elizabeth’s shameless actions had tarnished the industry’s reputation, Hopper believed, damaging the movies as much as those horrible European directors and their damnable “realist” films. So she’d turned hard against her former protégé, and now that Elizabeth was at it again, she was about to turn harder. Like Fisher, Richard Burton was a married man with two children. In Hedda’s view, “Hollywood’s home wrecker” had to be stopped—as much for Sybil Burton as for the motion-picture business itself.


But for all her moral indignation and concern about the industry, Hedda also wanted to break the story before anyone else. Within days she’d drafted a column on the affair that claimed inside knowledge despite a lack of actual firsthand information. This was not the first time such techniques had been used in journalism, and Hedda had certainly printed rumor as fact before. Yet when her lawyer, Martin Gang, read the draft, he ordered her to kill the story. “You couldn’t print that,” he told her. “It would be very embarrassing for me to sue you.” Not only did Gang represent Hedda, he also counted Elizabeth and Richard among his clients.


Hedda held back reluctantly, no doubt fretful that someone else might scoop her, but also livid that Elizabeth’s bad behavior would proceed without censure. What added injury to insult in Hedda’s mind was that Cleopatra was also bankrupting Fox. Many feared that the film’s excess (which Hedda couldn’t separate from Elizabeth’s) would shutter Fox and put an end to the studio system. Ever since Cleopatra had started running over budget and behind schedule due to a change of director and Elizabeth’s long recuperation from her pneumonia, Hedda had been off ering snide assessments of the film’s troubles. Miss Hopper had not extended any sympathy to Elizabeth over her near-death experience. While the entire world was waiting on edge to see if Taylor would pull through, Hedda scoffed to friends that it was all just a ruse so that Elizabeth could bleed more money from Fox. “Hedda had it in for Taylor,” said one of her chief “spies,” Robert Shaw. “She thought Elizabeth was destroying the Hollywood that she loved so well.”


If she couldn’t write directly about what was going on in Rome, Hedda made sure her words would still reek of reprobation. She implicitly attacked Elizabeth’s grandiose lifestyle by telling readers how she’d walked by the star’s first home in Beverly Hills, implying that it was modest (it was hardly that). “Now a palazza in Rome,” Hedda sniffed, “with enough servants to take care of Cleopatra and her appendages.” It was interesting wording, but whether coy or clueless, one could never be sure.


A few weeks later Hedda was cheering Jack Warner for calling off Elizabeth’s next film after the star had failed to sign her contract on time. Privately, Hedda told Shaw that she was outraged that Taylor had agreed to appear nude (albeit discreetly) in Cleopatra and that she was equally irked at the Fishers for having the gall to adopt a baby girl from Germany when their marriage was floundering. “What’s left for Liz but to go on repeating her mistakes?” Hedda asked. “What’s to become of her? I’m not a prophet, but I have a terrible suspicion.”




*





The new baby in the Taylor-Fisher villa was the least of Dick Hanley’s problems. More than just Elizabeth’s secretary, Dick was the gatekeeper, facilitator, ringmaster, therapist, and locator of errant gems. He made things happen when his employer snapped her fingers—or just snapped. The week after New Year’s, Elizabeth—whose appetites included a dazzling array of culinary choices from caviar to hot dogs—developed a hankering for good old-fashioned American holiday fare, so Hanley placed a transatlantic call to Chasen’s in Beverly Hills and ordered a thirty-pound roast turkey and two Virginia baked hams to be air expressed to Rome.


Dick had experience serving demanding bosses. He’d been Louis B. Mayer’s secretary at MGM and then the assistant to Mike Todd, the flamboyant showman who was Elizabeth’s third husband. Producers, directors, reporters, and husbands all knew the fastest way to Elizabeth was through Dick Hanley.


“He was the most important nobody in the universe because his job consisted of picking up Elizabeth Taylor’s underpants,” said Chris Mankiewicz. Dick could be shrill, brusque, and rude, but he was also fiercely loyal. Elizabeth trusted him more than anyone. Like most of her closest confidantes, Hanley was gay. He had taken a flat near Elizabeth’s villa with his longtime lover, John Lee, with whom Elizabeth was also close.


Upon initial review, Hanley had been quite satisfied with the lavish, high-walled, fourteen-room (six baths) villa the studio had secured for the star, her husband, and her three (suddenly four) children. But when Elizabeth had pronounced it a dump, Hanley was on the phone shrieking to Fox. Elizabeth thought the place was “filthy,” and claimed that the pantry was filled with rat droppings. A cleaning crew was quickly dispatched.


“It was one of the great old stone houses on the Appian Way,” said Tom Mankiewicz. “It wasn’t going to be pristine like a new house in Beverly Hills. But Elizabeth was a star, and she had certain standards.”


In Roman times the Via Appia Antica was known as the “Queen of the Roads,” winding its way from the imperial seat down to the heel of the Italian boot. The Apostle Paul had used the road to enter Rome; catacombs built by ancient Christians and Jews lay beneath the rocks on either side. Although Elizabeth’s villa was actually located on Via Appia Pignatelli, a newer route jutting off to the north of the ancient highway, she was still smack-dab in the middle of history. Twice a day she passed under the Porta San Sebastiano, a gateway supported by two crenellated towers set into the old Aurelian Walls that had once protected the city from the threat of barbarian invaders.


But things antique held little appeal for Elizabeth unless they came bearing checkbooks. Dick Hanley understood her requirements, as well as her occasional need to misbehave and make the suits sweat a bit. “Life is different for her,” he told friends who shared his more simple Midwestern upbringing. “A great star sees the world very differently than you or I. That’s not good, that’s not bad. It just is.”


Charged with hiring staff for the villa, Hanley had managed to woo the French ambassador’s Greek chef, who upon meeting Elizabeth declared, “You are the most beautiful of all the womans of the world.” His new employer succumbed without hesitation. To serve as butler, Hanley hired an Italian with the incongruous name of Fred Oates, a tall man with “a beautifully cut white coat,” whom Elizabeth found “dignified” and “charming.” A painter, Oates flattered “Madame” by asking for permission to paint a portrait of her. She agreed.


But Oates was less enchanted when life interfered with art. Elizabeth smoked a pack of cigarettes a day and never used the same holder. Fresh ones—at least ten a day—always had to be at the ready, and they had to be color-coded. A green dress called for a matching holder—and Madame changed outfits quite frequently as her moods shifted. Every morning Oates prepared a box of cigarette holders based on what Elizabeth would be wearing throughout that day and evening, and not only did the holders have to match her outfits, they couldn’t clash with the tablecloth.


Such regimens often befuddled new recruits, but Hanley saw it all as simply a matter of course. Taking care of Elizabeth’s needs, no matter how frivolous, was his mission in life. Joe Mankiewicz was constantly revising Cleopatra, so Dick made sure Elizabeth’s many scripts were always bound in her favorite Moroccan leather folders. Other chores also beckoned. When Elizabeth complained of cold tiles in her bathroom, Dick promptly produced white wool carpeting. And for Madame’s baths, her faithful secretary always made sure that there were plenty of Murano votive candles on hand—not only because the power often went out along their remote road, but also because Elizabeth insisted her two daily baths, one at 7:30 A.M. and the other at 8:00 P.M., be taken by candlelight.


It was all routine for Hanley. He was used to Elizabethan mores. What he wasn’t prepared for was the affair with Burton, which tilted everything toward the surreal. No one—except the two parties involved—can ever be absolutely sure when flirtation became fornication, but it’s likely Hanley found out not long after the fact. (The best bet on when and where is early January in Burton’s trailer.) If Elizabeth told anyone, it was Dick—her rock, her shoulder, her twice-daily candlelighter. But the problem was that Eddie Fisher trusted Dick too. After all, part of keeping Elizabeth happy had meant keeping Eddie happy—or at least content enough that he didn’t complain overmuch. Elizabeth wouldn’t be able to face the pressures on the set if her home life was tense, too.


The new baby was, as babies often are, a last-ditch attempt to salvage the controversial union, which had started so passionately and scandalously three and a half years earlier. After three difficult deliveries of children from two previous husbands, Elizabeth could no longer endure childbirth, so little Maria was adopted from an impoverished German family to fulfill Miss Taylor’s wish to be a mother once more. But an adopted baby was also, then as now, a great public relations move, especially for a woman whose nonma-ternal instincts had made so many headlines and for a couple rumored to be splitting up. Hanley made sure that he phoned Hedda himself to give her the news of Maria’s entrance into the family. The columnist never printed a word about it, though she went on about it semiprivately to half of Los Angeles.


No doubt Hanley felt a great deal of sympathy for Eddie Fisher, who would always speak well of his wife’s secretary, even after the marriage was over and Burton had done everything he could to win Hanley over. More than required, in fact. It was hard not to like Richard Burton. At thirty-six, a bit slouchy, craggy-faced, and pockmarked, he possessed an allure, a twinkle in his eyes, a lilt to his magnificently deep voice that drew people to him. Wry, dry, bombastic—sometimes all at once—and a master storyteller, Richard was the quickest wit on the lot and fiercely smart. Reacting to a typically grandiose Burton statement that no German had ever produced an original idea, the eager Yale student Tom Mankiewicz had shouted out a challenge. What about Goethe? Hegel? Marx? “Son of a gun,” Mankiewicz said, “if he didn’t trace every idea of theirs back to somebody else. He was an extremely literate man.”


But the most appealing thing about Burton was the fact that he seemed unfazed by Elizabeth’s great fame. Eddie bowed and scraped, but Richard called her “Lumpy.” To her face. In public. Richard had a well-earned reputation for seducing his leading ladies, while his forbearing wife, to whom everyone knew he was devoted, turned a weary eye in the other direction. “Men wanted to be Richard, and women wanted to sleep with Richard,” Mankiewicz said.


The difference between Taylor’s once and future husbands was apparent. Burton was the diamond plucked from the Welsh coalmines who had become the most promising actor of his generation. While he was playing in Cleopatra (little more than a soap opera in his eyes) he was also writing to Christopher Fry in London, hoping to juggle the lead in a play by Sartre. Fisher, meanwhile, three years younger than Burton, had started out as a nightclub singer at Grossinger’s, a Catskills resort. He’d enjoyed a string of pop successes such as “Oh! My Pa-Pa” until the rock-and-rollers banished him from the Billboard charts. Once a playboy who’d partied with the Rat Pack, Eddie had been reduced to the most pathetic of showbiz clichés: Husband to the Star.


What Burton and Fisher shared—apart from an interest in themselves and having sex with beautiful women—was liquor. Richard could go on notorious benders; for his first scene with Elizabeth in Cleopatra, he showed up suffering from a famously massive hangover. Eddie, uncharacteristically, was mostly sober in Rome, where his chief concern was keeping Elizabeth rested and happy—though he’d admit to having a few cocktails after he discovered his wife’s affair, probably at the end of January. When he asked Elizabeth point-blank if she was carrying on with Burton, she admitted it. Yet Eddie refused to take the affair seriously. Nobody did at first. Dick Hanley told friends—and probably Eddie as well—that Richard would never leave Sybil. Elizabeth might be “an irresistible force,” as the columnist Dorothy Kilgallen maintained, but Burton was “an immovable object.”


Only Joe Mankiewicz had his doubts. “Elizabeth and Richard are two potential world-class destroyers,” he said privately, “and poor Eddie is a singing waiter from Grossinger’s.”


Hanley advised Fisher to distract Elizabeth from the affair. “Take her shopping,” Dick suggested. Eddie would later laugh in agreement: “To keep Elizabeth happy, you had to give her a diamond before breakfast every morning.” So on February 5 Eddie and Elizabeth boarded a charter flight arranged by Hanley and headed to Paris, where the star told waiting reporters that she planned on buying a few “goodies.” Her first stop was the salon of Yves Saint Laurent, who hid behind a curtain while the star selected several “vapourous” (his word) mousseline dresses. Next up was “a famous furrier” not far from the Elysée Palace, where Elizabeth checked out some “light” furs—chinchilla and pastel mink. Then on to Chanel, where a fashion show had just ended. But the models reapplied their war paint and stalked down the runway one more time for their illustrious guest. It was worth it. The grateful customer ordered three suits, two overcoats, and a couple of cocktail dresses. The buying spree concluded at Dior, where for $6,000 Elizabeth walked off with a fur coat described as Somali panther. All total, the afternoon cost twenty grand.


Though Eddie was depicted as the “checkbook-swinging husband” trailing after his wife, the money they spent was largely Elizabeth’s. But what mattered was the absence of Burton from the picture. Although the Fishers made a point of ignoring reporters after they’d landed in Paris, they knew they were making headlines, and Dick Hanley was very happy to confirm all of their purchases to the press the next day. This wasn’t simply a spoiled wife being coddled by a husband desperate to regain her affections. It was a movie star behaving as a movie star, upholding her end of the bargain with the public. Hedda Hopper could carp, lecture, and direct Miss Taylor to a pastor, but housewives swooned when they read about Elizabeth’s shopping expedition. At least there was someone who wasn’t stuck at home. Stories about impending divorce and scandal disappeared for a week or so, making the lives of everyone at Cinecitta Studios a little easier, if a little less interesting. For now the public was content with photos of Elizabeth in her Somali panther coat.




*





News always traveled fast along the Via Veneto. Sleeping during the day and living by night, the paparazzi heard everything before anyone else. On the night of Saturday, February 17, hours before the AP or UPI reporters got the word, the street photographers learned that Elizabeth Taylor, unhappy on the set, had attempted suicide by taking an overdose of sleeping pills. Shopping, it seemed, hadn’t quite done the trick.


Hopping on his Vespa, Gilberto Petrucci hightailed it across town. Buzzing in and out of traffic, the photographer zipped along the Appian Way and under the Porta San Sebastiano, arriving at Salvator Mundi International Hospital only minutes after Elizabeth had been carried inside on a stretcher. Crowds were gathering as the ambulance driver, Paolo Renzini, snatched a few minutes of fame by recounting in detail how he’d carried an unconscious Elizabeth from her villa. A few minutes later Joe Mankiewicz was spotted hurrying into the hospital, and the newshounds took off in hot pursuit, cameras flashing. Questions flew. Would Richard Burton make an appearance? Where was Eddie Fisher? And would all this be wrapped up so that the film could finally be finished?


How different from the days at MGM, where studio publicity chief Howard Strickling would never have allowed such scandalous news to leak to the press. And stars and their publicists had not yet mastered the art of using scandal to their own advantage—although they were learning fast. The problem on the night of February 17 was that no one in Elizabeth’s camp could get the story straight. For an organization known for its efficiency and for being on message and on time, this was a moment of panic. Awakened at 3 A.M. by a call from Reynolds Packard of the New York Daily News, Fox publicist Jack Brodsky offered no denials when asked if Taylor had suffered a throat hemorrhage related to her pneumonia and tracheotomy earlier in the year. Several news outlets ran with that story, which was apparently a wholesale invention of Packard’s. News editors may have recalled how many papers that Elizabeth’s pneumonia had sold for them. Meanwhile, completely out of the loop in Palm Springs, Elizabeth’s agent, Kurt Frings, tried some damage control on his own, telling the press that the hospital stay was planned well in advance so the star could have a little rest.


By the following morning Brodsky and Walter Wanger had settled on the official line: food poisoning. Wanger announced that he’d also eaten the bully beef at Taylor’s villa the day before and that he, too, felt sick. But they forgot one important thing: to check in with Dick Hanley. “Food poisoning?” Dick screeched when contacted by Reynolds Packard. “Where did that come from?” Taylor, he said, was just “tired out.” No doubt a few urgent phone calls were hastily placed because Hanley was soon remembering that bloody beef. With the clout of a major movie studio behind them, the players and spinners were even able to get Elizabeth’s doctors to back up the story. The eminent Times of London quoted the physician in charge of the case as saying Taylor suffered from “a stomach upset which might have been due to food poisoning.” (Note the “might have been.”) Breathing a sigh of relief, Brodsky wrote to his assistant Nat Weiss, “The food poisoning story … seemed to go over.”


But what really happened was this: The affair with Burton hadn’t ended, as Elizabeth had promised Eddie it would. She had fallen head over heels in love. And it wasn’t all just a photo opportunity. When Burton had shown up with his hangover on their first day on the set, Elizabeth had helped steady him and, in the process, had looked down into his magnetic green eyes. “And it was like here I am,” she said. No matter what it might do to her career or her carefully wrought public image, she couldn’t contain her feelings for the volatile Welshman. No way could she end it. “They sneak off at night to an apartment [Dick Hanley’s] and have matinees in her dressing room,” Brodsky told Weiss. One day Brodsky was scheduled to meet Elizabeth and Eddie for lunch, but Elizabeth didn’t show. It was obvious that she had snuck off with Burton. “It was very, very embarrassing to have to sit there with a man whose wife you know is off having an affair,” Brodsky said.


Not long after this, Eddie paid a call on Sybil Burton in an attempt to enlist her aid in ending the affair. The smart, savvy Sybil listened politely and thanked Eddie for his concern. A huge row with Elizabeth ensued, with Roddy McDowall charging in and claiming that Eddie hadn’t “behaved like a man.” Soon the heartbroken Fisher was beating a hasty retreat to Switzerland, where he and Elizabeth had recently bought a house. Sybil, meanwhile, laid down the law, and Burton told Elizabeth that while it had been fun, it had to end.


Elizabeth was overcome. “This was a woman who had always, always gotten what she wanted,” said her friend Hank Moon-jean, the assistant director on Butterfield 8 and Elizabeth’s frequent companion in Rome. “You do not screw Elizabeth Taylor and then dump her. It just wasn’t done. She didn’t know how to process it in her mind.”


On the afternoon of February 17, Walter Wanger had visited Elizabeth, finding her “upset about her life and future.” She was also drinking heavily. She had surrounded herself with her usual group of acolytes: Hanley and John Lee, Roddy and John Valva, and the Cleopatra hairstylist, Vivienne Zavitz. She told Hanley that life without Richard gave her the feeling of “scenes missing”—a movie-making term referring to the intertitle scenes missing placed in a rough cut of a film. Even in the most personal of crises, this child of the movies thought in cinematic terms.


Increasingly distraught, Elizabeth went up to bed early. When Wanger and Zavitz checked on her a while later and found her passed out cold, Zavitz shrieked, “She’s taken pills!” Someone downstairs called an ambulance.


A suicide attempt? That’s what Hollywood would believe. Most people laughed off the food poisoning story. Hedda Hopper conspicuously printed not one word about Taylor’s hospitalization, even when the rest of the papers were filled with it. Certainly the accepted “truth” of that night has become this: Distraught over Burton, Elizabeth took some pills. But the suicide attempt story has never seemed to fit with the full picture of Elizabeth Taylor, the star who rallied from death and ill health so many times, who never gave up anything easily, who had a new baby in the house plus three other children. For a public inured to celebrity suicides, it’s been easy to chalk up this episode as just one more failed attempt. But Elizabeth was never, ever Marilyn Monroe. She was never a victim.


When Joe Mankiewicz saw her that night at the hospital, he asked her how many pills she had taken. “Fourteen,” she told him in a strong voice. “She’ll be fine,” Mankiewicz said. “If she can count them, she’ll be fine.”


Call it a tantrum with pharmaceutical overtones. This was an era, after all, when people routinely washed back handfuls of pills with shots of vodka if they wanted to blot out the world. Elizabeth—drunk and depressed—had made a great show of wondering how she could possibly go on without Richard. But an authentic suicide attempt? Joe Mankiewicz never thought so. “Dad’s theory,” said Tom Mankiewicz, “was that they could have stopped seventy-five percent of the accidental suicides in the world at that time if by law all sleeping pills had to be suppositories.”


Two days after being admitted to the hospital, Elizabeth was discharged wearing a leopard-print fur coat and matching shoes. Eddie was there with Dick Hanley to pick her up in a black Cadillac. Photographers pursued them for the seven miles back to the villa, where Elizabeth graciously turned to face them in her doorway. Flashcubes popped all around. But Eddie refused to stop, slipping inside without looking back.


Far above these earthly dramas, John Glenn was piloting the first American manned flight to orbit the Earth. His landing later that day bumped the goings-on in Rome down a notch in the headlines, but some tabloids still went with Elizabeth on their front page. Leopard fur, they reasoned, sold better than a flight suit.


Meanwhile Richard Burton, seemingly stricken with guilt, put out a statement denying rumors of an affair, vowing “never [to] do anything to hurt [Elizabeth] personally and professionally.” Yet the denial fizzled. So far no story had referred to anything more than troubles between Elizabeth and Eddie; Burton himself had not yet been mentioned. His denial, however, inserted his name into the story for the first time. That’s not to say the press didn’t know what was going on: Dorothy Kilgallen told her readers that “all the preliminary details have been burning on the Rome–New York grapevine for quite some time.” Reporters were simply waiting for something concrete to tie Burton to Taylor, and unwittingly Burton had just given it to them. His publicist, Chris Hofer, had convinced his boss that a statement would end it all. But when the denial only ratcheted up the story, all that ended was Hofer’s job. Peeved, the publicist told the press that he’d been made “the fall guy.”


The gloves were now off. Paparazzi slapped ladders against the sides of Elizabeth’s villa and scrambled over the walls. Dick Hanley and the servants had to beat them back with brooms and rakes. At Richard’s villa, two-year-old Jessica Burton, soon to be diagnosed with autism, was so terrified by a photographer peering through a window that she screamed nonstop for hours. Ivan Kroscenko offered Jack Brodsky 100,000 lire for a negative of Burton and Taylor together that he could pass off as stolen from the studio. “The paparazzi were everywhere,” Tom Mankiewicz said. “They were throwing themselves on the hoods of our cars.”


Tom was dating Elizabeth’s stand-in, Marie Devereux, a young English actress with an uncanny resemblance to the star. (The long shots of Cleopatra entering Rome on the Sphinx are actually of Devereux.) Whenever Tom and Marie took a stroll down the Via Veneto, they’d cause a sensation. Photographers would suddenly surround them with exploding flashes, only to turn away and curse in Italian when they realized Marie wasn’t “Liz.”


The real Elizabeth was still pining, though upright. Shooting scenes with Richard was pure agony, with the star often fleeing to her dressing room in tears. On the night of February 27, Elizabeth’s thirtieth birthday, the star was feted in the Borgia Room of the fourteenth-century Hostaria dell’Orso by Eddie, Wanger, Joe Mankiewicz, Kurt Frings, and his wife, Ketti. Elizabeth’s parents, Francis and Sara Taylor, had flown in from Los Angeles. Asked by Eddie to dance, Elizabeth gamely tried the twist, the latest dance craze. But she was miserable. Richard had sent flowers, but his card had been accidentally thrown away so she thought he’d forgotten the day. “Sheer horror,” she called the night. “The worst [birthday] I’ve ever had.”


Burton was equally moody and difficult. He’d lied to Elizabeth and to Sybil, his steadfast companion and chief booster for the last thirteen years. Suddenly it was all a terrible, heartbreaking scene, far more than he’d bargained for. Dark, angry binges were the result. One night Gilberto Petrucci spotted him leaving a nightclub, and star and photographer made eye contact. Whether Burton recognized him or not, Petrucci wasn’t sure, but suddenly the drunken actor lifted one of the brass stands that held the rope cordoning off the door to the club and charged the photographer with it. Petrucci put up his arms to shield his face. Burton threw a sloppy punch. Petrucci just laughed and snapped a picture. “He was too drunk,” the paparazzo said, “to make any difference.”


Not long after that, still soused, Richard called Elizabeth, told her that he was on his way, and, in front of Eddie, made her choose between them. She chose Richard and ran out of the house in tears. Burton winked at Fisher. Time for Act Two.




• • •





In Hollywood Hedda Hopper finally found her tongue. (Not that it was ever lost for long.) Sitting at her old black Royal typewriter and freed from any constraints by Burton’s PR debacle, she banged out a story that her lawyer could no longer obstruct. In her February 28 column, Hopper wrote: “By this time, Eddie might have started the long walk home.” Musing over the photos of the couple returning from the hospital, Hedda remarked: “One look at Eddie’s face and you can just skip all those denials about everybody being just dandy friends … The picture isn’t finished but the honeymoon sure is over. Liz loves variety and the possibility that she might add Burton to her list is mighty amusing”—because, as Hedda insisted, Burton was not the type “to fetch and carry.” The implication, of course, was that Eddie was.


Hopper’s power was waning, but even as she approached her last reel, she could still rally America’s conservative heartland. Her files, carefully organized by name and date, were stuffed with hundreds of letters from moviegoers outraged over how Elizabeth had broken up the supposedly happy home of Debbie Reynolds in 1958. For the rural and religious, who recalled Hedda’s aggressive, flag-waving crusade against Communism, Miss Hopper was Mother Confessor. Her influence over Middle America guaranteed her continued power in Hollywood. When Elizabeth had failed to win the Oscar for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and The Eddie Fisher Show had been canceled by NBC, some blamed Hedda’s campaign against the couple. Now the old girl was gearing up for another whack, clutching a new batch of letters that expressed horror over the shenanigans in Rome. Hedda vowed to friends that this time she was going to “stop that hussy for good.”


Yet studio executives were of two minds about the headlines being generated by “Liz and Dick,” as the tabloids had begun calling the pair. Yes, they realized that the old guard, marshaled by Hopper and others, would no doubt call for boycotts of Cleopatra. Court documents, recently released, do reveal that many of the top brass at Fox were indeed anxious about their stars’ behavior. But there was an emerging sense in this new post-studio Hollywood that perhaps there was no such thing as bad publicity. Joe Mankiewicz may have grown weary of the “sideshow” (his word) that Cleopatra had become. But among the film’s publicists, a very different view was evolving.


In mid-February, Jack Brodsky still wanted to “bottle it up” as long as possible because the public would “crucify her and picket the theaters if she breaks up another family.” Yet less than three weeks after making that dire prediction, Brodsky was “hoping and praying” that the sideshow didn’t end before the picture was finished after he saw the enormous interest generated by the affair. He no longer denied to reporters the tales of the couple’s clandestine meetings and may have even spread a few stories himself. A wire from the Fox front office affirmed the wisdom of the strategy: “We’ve been on page one of the Daily News and the Mirror for five days in a row. That’s better than World War II!” Dorothy Kilgallen was certain that Fox must “appreciate the invaluable publicity Liz gets every time her private life explodes onto the front pages.” Even Mankiewicz came around. A framed newspaper cartoon on his wall said it all. Two suburbanites are standing on a train platform in front of a poster advertising Cleopatra. “What really annoys me the most,” one says, “is that I know I’m going to see it.”


But they all still understood the risk. The final impact of the affair on the film remained a big unknown. The world was changing, but that much? Would the public really come out to see an adulterous couple flaunt their lovemaking on the screen?


Walter Wanger, who years before had shot his wife’s lover in the testicles, suggested removing one of the principals from the scene. On March 10 C. O. “Doc” Erickson, the production manager for the film, was waiting outside Wanger’s office as the producer concluded an emergency meeting with Eddie Fisher. Columnist Louella Parsons, Hedda Hopper’s most hated rival, had just announced the collapse of the marriage. It was “no secret,” Parsons wrote, “that Elizabeth has fallen madly in love with Richard Burton.” (Not to be outdone, Hedda came out with essentially the same story a few days later.) It was a crestfallen Eddie who emerged from Wanger’s office. Turning to Erickson, Wanger said, “I think I’ve convinced him to go back home to the States. There’s nothing here for him but further embarrassment.” Erickson was sympathetic to Eddie. Even people who had disliked him for the airs he’d assumed as Elizabeth’s consort were suddenly sympathetic. “We all just felt so terribly sorry for Eddie,” Erickson said.


Increasingly delusional, Fisher continued to insist that he and his wife remained “very much in love.” But it wasn’t just love that bound him to his bride. Like everyone else, he wanted a piece of the action. Eddie had dreams of becoming a great Hollywood producer. He’d been trying to package a deal for the two of them for some time, negotiating with Warners to make The Gouffe Case, in which Elizabeth would star with none other than Charlie Chaplin. Eddie was going to make $2,000 a week—a major sum in 1961—and there was talk of four more pictures in four years. Eddie—a kid from the tenements of South Philadelphia—would be set for life. But only if he remained Mr. Elizabeth Taylor.


Pacing around his Cinecitta office ashen-faced, Eddie was barely conscious of the phones ringing off their hooks. His bags were packed, but he was refusing to leave. He was getting desperate. Dorothy Kilgallen, whose inside sources resulted in scoops that left Walter Wanger flummoxed, wrote confidently in her column that “Eddie’s friends think it won’t be long before he resumes his singing career so long neglected while he danced attendance on Liz.” Meanwhile Elizabeth was in a back room of the suite, refusing to see anyone and drinking Bloody Marys brought in on a tray by John Lee. Insisting to Eddie that the phones needed to be answered, Dick Hanley typed up a brief statement that read: “Mr. and Mrs. Fisher have no comment at this time.” Handing the statement to Hank Moonjean, who had a desk in the same suite, Hanley instructed him to read the words to whomever called. Moonjean obeyed. And every time Elizabeth heard him read the statement from the other room, she screamed for another Bloody Mary. Finally John Lee, who was always a bit daft, approached Eddie and said, quite seriously, “You know, if this keeps up, you are going to have to get more tomato juice!”


Eddie left Rome a few days later, arriving in New York on March 21. The situation, he told friends, had become “unbearable.” His wily agent, Milton Blackstone, arranged an appearance for him as the mystery guest on the television game show What’s My Line?—“a neat stroke of public relations,” Dorothy Kilgallen called it. Eddie predicted on air that the winner for the Best Actress of 1962 would be “Elizabeth Taylor Fisher” for Cleopatra, but as Kilgallen acidly remarked the next day, “Nobody who knows the scene at Via Appia Pignatelli in Rome is convinced that Liz will still be Mrs. Fisher when that Oscar-time rolls around.” Richard Burton, she told her readers, was now the man at Elizabeth’s side.


That same day Eddie swallowed a handful of Seconals with vodka (an echo of Elizabeth’s own overdose and a foreshadowing of Kilgallen’s own death three years later) and was admitted to Gracie Square Hospital on East Seventy-sixth Street. The press reported that he’d suffered a nervous breakdown and was being given shock treatments. In fact, he was beating his blues by becoming addicted to speed.


That explains the bizarre press conference that he called on March 30 at the Pierre. Before coming downstairs, Fisher was shot up with a full dose of what his doctor, Max Jacobson, called his “vitamin injections.” Jacobson was known as “Dr. Feelgood” to a roster of celebrity patients that ranged from Tennessee Williams to President John F. Kennedy, and what he was really administering was amphetamines. The shot sent Eddie “through the roof,” skyrocketing him to “the heights of elation.” With a cocky swagger he faced the hundred or so newsmen gathered in the hotel’s Sapphire Room.


Natty in his checkered sports jacket and gray slacks, Fisher sat on a sofa, coolly facing a battery of microphones while television lights flickered on overhead. “Elizabeth and I,” he insisted, “have never been happier.” As a special surprise, he phoned Rome and left word for his wife to call back and confirm everything that he was saying. Reporters cast doubtful glances at each other. For fifteen minutes Eddie—high and seemingly delusional—cracked jokes and denied any problems in his marriage. Then word came that Elizabeth was on the line. With a wink and a grin, Fisher told the reporters that he’d be right back. He took the call in an anteroom.


When he returned, he was pale and shaken. Elizabeth, he announced, would not be making a statement as he’d promised she would. “You can ask a woman to do something and she doesn’t always do it,” he said, all his bluster and swagger gone.


“Say, Eddie,” lobbed one reporter, “did you know that an Italian newspaper has just published a photo of Burton and your wife kissing offscreen?”


“Really?” Eddie laughed, trying to feign disbelief. “I’d like to see it.”


The next morning he got his wish. On the front page of the New York Daily News, under the banner headline FIRST PHOTOS LIZ AND BURTON, was a grainy telephoto shot of a man and a woman standing beside a car. They were kissing. And despite the poor quality, it was obvious they were Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton.


The enterprising Elio Sorci, who had taken those sensational shots of Ava Gardner, had once again scored a coup. Hiding all day under a car across the street from the Cinecitta studios, he had jumped out just at the right moment, that fleeting second when Richard’s lips touched Elizabeth’s to bid her good night. The photo had first appeared in Lo Specchio before making its way to New York; Elizabeth had certainly seen it. No wonder she told Eddie that she wanted nothing to do with his press conference. The truth could no longer be avoided; even Fisher, high or low, must have understood this as he slunk out of the Sapphire Room, cameras flashing, a beaten, pathetic figure.


“The ‘kissing picture’ of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton,” as Dorothy Kilgallen referred to it, “was merely their way of ‘making it official’ for Mrs. Burton and Eddie Fisher, in case they hadn’t received the message already.”


Finally, it seemed, Eddie had heard it loud and clear.




*





“Let’s order fettuccine!” Elizabeth Taylor suddenly proclaimed, throwing her hands into the air during an impromptu party at her villa. “With gobs and gobs of cheese sauce!”


Roddy was there with John Valva. So was Dick Hanley with John Lee. And Tom Mankiewicz and Elizabeth’s children. And Richard Burton—a regular fixture at Elizabeth’s villa now that Sybil, in a strategic retreat, had taken their children and returned to London.


Elizabeth was feeling giddy. Eddie’s departure had liberated her. Not that she didn’t have compassion for him. “I was, I suppose, behaving wrongly because I broke the conventions,” she said. “I felt terrible heartache because so many innocent people were involved. But I couldn’t help loving Richard. I don’t think that was without honor. I don’t think that was dishonest. It was a fact I could not evade.”


She also wasn’t completely blasé about the possibility of another scandal. Many times she cried in Hank Moonjean’s arms, “afraid of what the world was going to say.” She had been through it all before when Eddie had left Debbie to be with her and the press had been brutal. “She knew she might have to go through it all over again, and it terrified her,” Moonjean said. “But she couldn’t help it. She was in love. That’s all she knew.”


Outside the paparazzi kept up their vigil. They camped out boldly in the street, setting up television cameras on tripods. Peering out a window, Elizabeth could see men perched in the trees. Or maybe she no longer saw them. “We eventually got used to all the photographers,” said Tom Mankiewicz. “They just became a fact of life.” When a car stopped out front and a man hurried up to the doorway, huge arc lamps switched on to illuminate the house. Might it be Eddie come to beg for a reconciliation? Or a lawyer from Sybil come to serve papers on Richard? But it was only the guy delivering the fettuccine.


Washing down her meal with endless glasses of red wine, Elizabeth was fascinated by tales of another Hollywood marriage in trouble. Roddy had just informed her that Tony Curtis and Janet Leigh were separating. “And here I thought they were so happy together,” Elizabeth said, just as the doorbell rang again.


Blinding white light poured in once more through the windows of the villa from the television crews outside. Reporters once again chased after the man who approached the house. Elizabeth opened the door herself. It was her friend, the writer Meade Roberts. “Meade,” Elizabeth said dramatically, her voice barely heard over the furious snapping of cameras and the shouted questions from reporters, “is it really true what I hear about Tony and Janet?”


No irony punctuated her question. She genuinely wanted to hear the latest. Yet as popular as they were, Tony Curtis and Janet Leigh never had to deal with the onslaught of attention that Elizabeth was attracting in Rome—attention she was now nearly oblivious to. Without appearing to notice the commotion she’d caused by showing her face, Elizabeth embraced Roberts and brought him inside. Once the door was closed, the lights went off, the paparazzi returned to their trees. This was the way Elizabeth Taylor lived.


All of the people around her—the newshounds, the publicists, Hedda and company, even friends like Dick and Roddy—all of these people lived for her, wrote about her, gossiped about her, chased after her, photographed her, served her, supported her, and waited on her. All of them fed off her stardom, sustained by their sliver of her reflected glory. If not for Elizabeth, where would they be? Who would they be? Their existence revolved around her—her needs, her whims, her illnesses, her romances, her mistakes. She was their sun. And each and every one of these devotees—like those far-flung fans reading movie magazines—believed that they knew her intimately.


It had always been this way, ever since she was a young girl on the MGM lot. “I don’t remember ever not being famous,” Elizabeth would say. This was a woman whose existence—fact, fiction, and reality, both heightened and harsh—had become conjoined, merging into something that few others, even other movie stars, would ever know the pleasures or costs of experiencing. That’s really the key to understanding everything else about her. So famous, so constantly in the public eye, she was, as critic David Thomson has observed, “half asleep from being stared at.” Of course, she wasn’t really oblivious to the ubiquitous photographers. But she was never Marilyn, cowering in fear; she was never Jackie Kennedy, with whom she was so often compared in these years, pulling up her collar, wrapping a scarf around her face, and donning oversized sunglasses so that she wouldn’t be recognized. For Elizabeth, recognition was a fact of her existence, “the air she breathed,” said Mike Nichols. Sometimes it was fun. Sometimes it was a nuisance. Mostly it just was.


And then one night she grew tired of eating fettuccine from cardboard boxes and decided that she wanted to play on the Via Veneto. “They want pictures,” she suddenly announced, her famous eyes blazing, “so let’s give them pictures!” Donning her leopard-print fur coat and a matching hat, she took Burton by the arm and headed into the city. The paparazzi went berserk. Stepping out of her sleek black Cadillac, Elizabeth faced them head-on, smiling broadly. The crush of photographers grew so intense that the police had to call in reinforcements; within moments, a jeepload of Carabinieri—the Italian military police—came screeching to a stop beside the couple. Leaping onto the sidewalk, the gendarmes shouted to the crowd to back off, allowing Taylor and Burton to stroll arm in arm down the street.


This was always Elizabeth’s way. “Nothing stood in her path when she decided she wanted to go out and have some fun,” said Hank Moonjean. If Ava Gardner could do it, why couldn’t she? Striding down the Via Veneto on Burton’s arm with a pack of hungry photographers at her heels, Elizabeth was a woman liberated. With the aromas of hot brioche and espresso wafting along the street, the stars held their heads high and didn’t blink in the glare of the flashcubes. Passing cars slowed down to gawk at the famous pair. Unlike most of Rome’s narrow, twisting roads, the Via Veneto is a wide boulevard; the author Ennio Flaiano described it like being at the beach, with the cars serving as gondolas and conversations at sidewalk cafes “baroque and jocular.” This night, all talk ceased as everyone turned to stare at Liz and Dick.


Once more, their destination was Bricktop’s. The hostess herself, cigar in hand and orange hair glowing like fire in the smoky club, welcomed them. Bricktop could be counted on for support. In the past, she’d tossed out tourists and darkened the lights so that the couple could “nuzzle over their vino.” This night, when the photographer Umberto Spagna tried to enter, Bricktop confiscated his camera. But Spagna was still able to report back to his editors what he’d glimpsed inside: “Miss Taylor and Burton kissing each other many times.” Gilberto Petrucci was, as usual, luckier than most, managing to slip into the joint with his trusty Rolleiflex under his coat. Approaching the stars’ table, Petrucci asked Burton if he could take a picture. Perhaps eager to make amends for his assault on the young man, Richard looked over at Elizabeth, who just smiled enigmatically. “Yes,” Burton told Petrucci. “You may take one picture.”


They want pictures, so let’s give them pictures.


Elizabeth Taylor knew how to be famous. By 1962 she was routinely called “America’s queen,” the sexy, glamorous counterpoint to that other Elizabeth across the Atlantic. Like authentic royalty, Taylor was expected to live in palatial homes amid riches and splendor that set her apart from common people—and she didn’t disappoint. But like real kings and queens, she was also expected to show herself from time to time. Elizabeth understood this. At this particular moment the people needed to see her, and so out into the limelight she strode in her leopard-print fur coat. Yes, she’d give them pictures—but always in her way. When she’d had enough, she’d flip the photographers the finger, ruining their shots. She knew how to end a publicity session. In 1962 there were still some pictures that would never be allowed in print.


She might not have jumped in the Trevi Fountain the way Anita Ekberg did in La Dolce Vita, but she might as well have. Elizabeth and Richard partied at Bricktop’s until 3 A.M., causing another round of pandemonium as they left. The next day newspapers around the world splashed photos of the couple across their front pages. LIZ AND BURTON FROLIC IN ROME; KISS, DANCE, bannered the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner. “How did I know the woman was so fucking famous?” an astonished Burton asked. “She knocks Khrushchev off the front page!”


It was the kind of coverage publicists live for—yet Jack Brodsky was still unsure how the Taylor-Burton stroll along the Via Veneto would play with the public. As Cleopatra’s publicist, he’d been forewarned about their plans; he’d wired his assistant in New York the day before: “Burton, Taylor going out in public for first time. Get under the desk. Am terrified.” So were the Fox higher-ups. But they seemed to agree that it was time to make a move, take a chance. But it was essential that Elizabeth and Richard not appear out of control. So Brodsky made sure every reporter got the memo that the two stars, despite their late hours, had arrived on time in the morning, ready to go to work.


That weekend brought more of the same. “Elizabeth Taylor and her three children piled into Richard Burton’s black and white Lincoln today and they all went off to the beach,” Reynolds Packard reported in the New York Daily News, “with photographers on motor scooters swarming around them like flies at a picnic.” Burton was able to shake them off along the winding roads leading out of the city, but the happy family-tobe was caught later that day at Corsetti’s restaurant at Torvaianica. Seated around a large table, Elizabeth, Richard, and the children were eating seafood cocktail and lobster. Afterward Elizabeth insisted on topping off the meal with a lavish dessert, a sweet concoction of ice cream, strawberries, pineapple, and Chartreuse, a liqueur made by Carthusian monks. When she was finished, she patted her stomach and declared herself “quite satisfied all around.”


That night Kurt Frings, the former pugilist who’d strong-armed Fox into agreeing to Elizabeth’s groundbreaking salary, arrived in New York from Rome. He was carrying a “personal message” from Elizabeth to Eddie Fisher—as if all the publicity with Burton hadn’t been message enough. Fisher was finally forced to face facts. On April 2, the day after Elizabeth and Richard’s beach outing, Louis Nizer, the attorney for both Mr. and Mrs. Fisher, announced that the couple would be seeking a divorce in a release that one news report compared to “an official military or diplomatic conference communiqué.”


No word from Sybil. Richard had not yet assured Elizabeth that he, too, would leave his spouse. But that didn’t stop “Liz and Dick” from continuing to frolic—and sell lots of newspapers. They became the talk of two continents now more than ever, setting the stage for scandal. Hedda Hopper wasn’t the only one sharpening her claws. Gossip columnist Suzy was the first to weigh in. “Elizabeth Taylor is going to have her cake and eat it, too,” she wrote. “And if she wants your cake—watch out. Because she’s going to get it. She got Debbie Reynolds’ cake. Frosting and all. And she licked her ruby lips over every last crumb. Now she’s after Sybil Burton’s cake … Such a rich diet, no matter how strong a girl’s stomach, can sometimes give her indigestion. I think Miss Taylor is going to get indigestion.”


Elizabeth understood what she faced. Columnists like Suzy and Hopper were declaring that her career was over. A harried Dick Hanley was taking messages at all hours from studio executives worried that the publicity would tip against them. And though Elizabeth wouldn’t learn of it for a few more weeks, her actions had even inspired passionate debate in the corridors of power—the Vatican and the United States Congress—over what to do about this moral “vagrant.”


Some years later the poet Philip Larkin would famously opine that sexual intercourse was invented in 1963—a metaphorical observation of changing cultural mores—yet, in fact, Larkin seems to have been a year off. For it was in April 1962 that an adulterous couple first stared defiantly into the cameras and flaunted their “sin” without apology. It’s hard to imagine today, with marriage being largely irrelevant among celebrity couples, how incendiary such behavior was once considered. But the last star who had so transgressed, Ingrid Bergman (who’d borne a child out of wedlock with the director Roberto Rossellini in 1950), had found herself persona non grata (at least in the United States) for nearly a decade. Elizabeth, by refusing to hide her affair with Burton, was confronting similar public standards. Yet she seemed to be betting that the world had evolved since Bergman’s troubles. And if it hadn’t, she was prepared to nudge it along.


Elizabeth Taylor knew what worked. She had been out there a long time and could sense the climate. Heading out with Richard once again along the Via Veneto, she wore her Egyptian eye makeup and hoop earrings from that day’s shoot. Studio-generated press releases, run nearly verbatim in newspaper fashion sections, had been proclaiming for weeks that Cleopatra’s “fantastic, exotic” beauty was the latest trend for women. The cover of Look featured Elizabeth’s exotic face and asked, “Will her new Cleopatra look change your hairdo and makeup?” Society hairstylist Michel Kazan had developed a special Cleopatra hairstyle; Kurlash had launched a new line of false eyelashes called “Egyptian Eyes.” Syndicated fashion columnist Tobe advised readers to copy Elizabeth’s look if they wanted “to be first with the newest.”


Elizabeth was fully conscious of her ability to set the vogue. Sitting beside Burton in the front seat of her Cadillac, her chin held high, her exotic Egyptian eyes undisturbed by the popping of flashcubes all around her, she looked every inch the queen.


And she knew very well that tomorrow morning millions of newspapers would be sold because she had decided to venture out onto the street. She was also just as confident about Cleopatra; hadn’t every film in which she’d starred been a hit so far? Who could resist seeing Taylor and Burton together on the screen after all this?


Of course, she couldn’t be certain about everything. She didn’t know just how brutal the battle with Hedda and her cronies might become. She didn’t know if the script Joe Mankiewicz was rewriting every night would turn out to be any good. She didn’t know if Eddie would drag her name through the mud, or if he’d attempt to take Maria from her. And she certainly didn’t know if Richard would ever divorce his wife.


But as she stepped out of the Cadillac and into the glare of the flashing cameras, she knew one thing and she knew it very well.


She knew how to be a movie star. 
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Educating a Movie Star


 


Spring 1943–Fall 1945





SARA SOTHERN TAYLOR had just one thing on her mind that morning in the spring of 1943 as her driver steered her Chrysler down Washington Boulevard past the long stucco wall separating Lot One from the street: making her eleven-year-old daughter Elizabeth, seated demurely beside her, a star.


At the studio gates her driver rolled down his window to signal a turn as Sara and her daughter gazed up at the tall Corinthian columns guarding the entrance. It was here at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer that Elizabeth Taylor learned her first lessons in how to be a movie star. As they drove onto the lot, Elizabeth kept her eyes on the white marble Thalberg Memorial Building with its central tower. Her mother had carefully explained that inside were the offices of Louis B. Mayer, the studio head who figured more prominently in Sara’s cosmos than any deity.


Their driver let them out on the wide avenue that ran down the center of the main lot. Regular players affectionately called it “the alley.” Elizabeth had been working at MGM for several months now, making $100 a week just to come in every morning even if she wasn’t needed for a film. In fact, she’d made just two pictures in that time, one for the studio and one as a loan-out to Fox; both had been small parts that, while showy, had done little to promote the career of the dark-haired, blue-eyed girl. Sara was tired of it. Her daughter’s future was her job, she believed. Wasn’t MGM paying her an additional hundred a week for “coaching and chaperoning services”?


Not wasting a second, Sara spotted the director Clarence Brown, set to helm National Velvet, the story of a little English girl who masquerades as a boy and rides her horse to victory in the Grand National. Sara took hold of her daughter’s hand, and Brown’s quiet morning walk by himself was suddenly ended.


“Two diminutive but formidable females,” as Brown described them, blocked his way down the alley where actors and extras in full-dress costume were making their way to the sound-stages. Brown looked askance at mother and daughter, who spoke simultaneously.


“She’s the right actress to portray Velvet Brown,” Sara insisted.


“It’s my favorite book,” Elizabeth added.


Not wanting to give false encouragement, Brown—the director of Garbo and Norma Shearer—beat a hasty retreat down the alley, but his pursuers were not the kind to be shaken off easily. They pursued him all across the lot, “prattling on,” hounding him past Stage Five, where production numbers for MGM’s musicals were shot. Gene Kelly and Kathryn Grayson were there that day, tapping their way across the stage for Thousands Cheer. Judy Garland might have been there that day as well, shooting the final scenes of Presenting Lily Mars, the pinnacle of her teenage glamour period.


But nothing could distract mother and daughter from their chase. Shouting a breathless litany of reasons why Elizabeth would be perfect for the film, they stalked Brown past Stage Fifteen, the largest soundstage in the world, where MGM prop men were busy assembling a full-scale aircraft carrier for Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo. By the time Brown had reached Overland Avenue, the tenacious pair was still scurrying behind him, harrying him onto Lot Two, a surreal landscape of fantasy and illusion. The brownstone facades of New York overlapped with nineteenth-century London. Across the way was Tarzan’s jungle and Esther Williams’s shiny modern swimming pool. Mother and daughter pursued the director past mirage after mirage: the ruins of the Chinese temple from The Good Earth, the Main Line mansion of The Philadelphia Story, Andy Hardy’s house. Opposite the train station last used in Waterloo Bridge stretched a replica of a New York pier, complete with a life-size ocean liner. Actually, one eighth of an ocean liner. That was all the camera needed. It was a landscape of bits and pieces.


No doubt Elizabeth paused to marvel, or at least tried to. “I was terrifically impressed,” she’d recall after her first tour of the studio. “The lot was so huge—at that time they were doing maybe thirty films at once and it was teeming with life—people dressed up in Greek clothes, people dressed up as cowboys, people dressed up as apes, and real live movie stars. Of course, everybody, even the extras, looked like movie stars to me.”


In 1943 MGM was a veritable city unto itself. “When I think of MGM,” said actress Elinor Donahue, “I think of light and color and flowers and bigness. Everything was just big.” Indeed, more than thirty soundstages on five different lots covered 176 acres. A private police force with nearly fifty officers kept the peace. There was a clinic, a dentist’s office, a foundry, a commissary that fed employees at any time of the day. “It was a complete city,” said actress Janet Leigh. “You could live there.”


The commissary was surprisingly egalitarian, with extras rubbing elbows with stars, and everyone sipping Mr. Mayer’s mother’s chicken soup made with matzo balls. “The commissary seemed huge to me,” Donahue said. “Years later, when I went back to MGM, it didn’t seem quite so big, but for a young girl it was enormous. Lunches were called usually around the same time, so you’d have the whole lot in there. You’d look out and see Judy Garland and Spencer Tracy strolling in from their sets, still in costume. The place was filled with every star. I remember Xavier Cugat coming in carrying his miniature Chihuahua in his pocket.”


The various players sat according to type. “I’m not sure if it was structured that way or if they just naturally gravitated together,” Donahue said, “but the younger players sat together, and the western players. The comics were always together, horsing around, always very loud and cutting up. It seemed every day Red Skelton would stand up on top of the table and deliver some routine. Everyone would be laughing.”


George Cukor observed, “I think people don’t understand how a place like MGM needed to be fed, sustained, and organized every day.” It wasn’t just actors, directors, writers, cameramen, and editors who populated the lot, but also hairdressers, manicurists, tailors, musicians, architects, film loaders, electricians, prop men, script girls, sound technicians, bricklayers, painters, cooks, and dozens more. The wardrobe department went on for blocks. Studio press releases boasted that with just one day’s notice MGM could costume one thousand extras. That’s not even counting the regular background players, “the $75-a-week people with standard contracts,” Donahue said, “who came to work every day and were told where to report, what film they’d be in that day. Crowds of people were always moving back and forth across the lot.”
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