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Foreword




  Like many people of my age, I did my formative theatregoing not in the West End or down the Waterloo Road, still less in a repertory theatre or on the fringe, but in my own front room, with a copy of Kenneth Tynan’s Curtains in my hands. Its chance discovery on a bookstall was the epiphany that revealed to me the existence of a fabled, exotic, distant world, that became my goal: the world of theatre. Reading and re-reading the reviews, I felt that I had seen the productions so enticingly described; that I had been there when Olivier’s entrance as Titus had ‘ushered us into the presence of the man who is, pound for pound, our greatest living actor’; had seen Orson Welles’s false nose part company with his real one as he became – unlike Olivier’s Hamlet (‘a man who could not make up his mind’) – ‘a man who could not make up his nose’. Visits to the theatre itself – to the Old Vic, for instance, in its grey final days before the National Theatre moved in, or the dull West End of the early sixties – were poor competition for the productions I had seen in Tynan’s pages. Tynan’s theatre was a place of glamour, intellectual glamour, above all, a place where ideas were thrillingly incarnated by exceptional human beings. It was not until Olivier’s first season at the Vic in 1963 that I saw with my own eyes what he had been talking about; and it was Tynan of course, who, as Literary Manager, was part architect of that thrilling succession of performances and productions.




  At the heart of his work as a critic was a sense of the individual achievement: the writer’s, the director’s, and, supremely, the actor’s. His reviews have less to do with judgement than with evocation; the element of performance was the crucial one for him. He writes about acting and the theatre as if he were a sports commentator: knowing the form, following every turn of the game, submitting to the physical excitement of it. Roaring with the crowd and dismayed at reverses, he never for a moment forgets that it is a game he’s involved in. He brought the same approach to life, and it underlies all his writing: Bull Fever, obviously, but equally the profiles which throughout his career he wrote alongside his formal reviewing. They focus on people of many kinds, by no means all connected with show business; but the theme, from the earliest profile of his Oxford friend Alan Beesley to the full-scale study of Ralph Richardson, is always Life as a Performance, embodied in prose which is Writing as a Performance.




  A wonderful performance it is, too. Simply as journalism, the pieces here collected are masterly. The curricula vitae are elegantly and accurately despatched, a physical portrait, often of great virtuosity, is limned, and the subject’s conversation recorded. As a reporter his ear and eye are first-rate, and in the use of simile he is among the funniest and most arresting writers of the century. Charles Laughton looks like ‘a fish standing on its tail’; he leaves the room ‘with a furtive air like an absconding banker’. Edith Evans’ acting is ‘a succession of tremendous waves, with caps of pure fun bursting above them.’ He constantly surprises with unexpected conjunctions, as when, for example, he illuminates Humphrey Bogart by reference to Seneca. The longer profiles, less hectically brilliant than the sketches, are sustained examples of analysis and assessment worth more than whole volumes of biography. But beyond the sheer skill of the writing, its achievement is to make one long to have been around these people, just as one longed to have seen the productions Tynan reviewed. His love of the egregious, his sense of ‘these great ones’, is not snobbery: it is an affirmation of style as a form of courage. In this he rather resembles Cocteau; like Cocteau too he has a fine sense of the loneliness of those who invent and perform themselves. He never quite loses his posture of amused admiration, presenting himself as a dandy delicately negotiating the rim of a volcano; but his seriousness is none the less real for lacking any moral dimension. He doesn’t judge, he has no lesson to draw. His philosophy is, rather, a perfumed existentialism, a flamboyant stoicism. He admires the man or woman who lives his or her life exactly as they mean to, and then picks up the bill – as he did himself, weighing the pleasure of cigarettes against the price of death. In this sense, his profile of Antonio Ordóñez, the matador he admired above all others, is essential Tynan. Whether the chosen arena is the cabaret, the theatre, the drawing room or the corrida, the dangerous giving of oneself is the distinguishing mark of all these people.




  In addition, there is his central perception of the bi-sexuality of the greatest performers. He discerns it in Bea Lillie, in Laurence Olivier, in Dietrich of course (‘she has sex but no particular gender’) – even, more surprisingly, in Sid Field: ‘A certain girlishness seeps through the silly male bulk of the man, a certain feminine intensity on the emphatic words.’ Antonio Ordóñez is unexpectedly gentle, sweet, and slight, not the machismo figure of ignorant fantasy. Coupled with this insight is a sense, also insistently noted, of a transcendence of the physical moment. The great hedonist and prophet of the flesh discovers something quite different at the heart of many of his subjects. Bea Lillie has some attributes of the Zen master; in Garbo, there is ‘something wanting, something cheated of fulfilment . . . but whatever it may be, the condition is one which could not be cured in a film studio. It has to do with her whole life.’ Orson Welles ‘is a connoisseur that social, wine-wise, stomach-sensitive creature without whom art could never be understood, but by whom it is so rarely hammered out.’ The act of theatre, the production of art, are in the end secondary to the fact of being. The mystery of personality and the concentrated embodiment of certain essences of the human condition were, for him, sufficient contribution to the brave evasion of mortality that he celebrated. His blow-by-blow account of Olivier’s Othello is an invaluable record of a great performance; but what sticks in the mind is the account of the actor’s heroic struggle with his own body and temperament. We know too where his priorities lie in his unforgettable assessment of one of his subjects (Welles again); ‘A superb bravura director, a fair bravura actor and a limited bravura writer; but an incomparable bravura personality.’




  In the thirty years during which he wrote, the theatre and the world changed almost out of recognition, and his style modified accordingly. From the peacockery of his celebration of Beesley, through the fanfares and gavottes of his monstres sacrés pieces to the extended reflections in the essays on Louise Brooks, Tom Stoppard and Nicol Williamson, he ceased to mythologise and began instead to explore his subjects and their relationship to their world with a novelist’s complexity. As a stylist Tynan came less and less to live up to his middle – his real – name.




  The group portrait of the theatrical beau monde that this collection of profiles provides, written by a fan who was also an insider, and whose enthusiasm was matched by his wit and his verbal brilliance, celebrates a vanished world of outsize personalities. It is also a glittering memorial to Tynan himself.




  Simon Callow




  

    

  




  Introduction




  It comes as no surprise that a journalist who described himself as ‘a drama critic at large . . . in the lives of other people’ chose to write profiles of highly dramatic subjects. Ken revered larger-than-life men and women of exceptional talent, craftsmanship, elegance and wit. If to these qualities was added the spice of a dangerous or eccentric temperament, he would rejoice.




  Though most of the pieces in this collection were written on commission, they unabashedly reflect his taste and bias: actors, directors and writers dominate the cast. A bunch of comics perform. Four critics make their appearance, along with two jazz musicians, two obscure eccentrics, a dancer and a bullfighter.




  Ken knew two thirds of the people chosen, and enjoyed more than a passing friendship with the rest (with the exception of the three who died before he could make their acquaintance). He often makes a personal appearance, and this backstage intimacy enlivens the encounters. His absence is felt in the two anonymous profiles written for the Observer, on Thornton Wilder and Arthur Miller.




  The genesis of the book is as follows: Nick Hern agreed to publish three volumes of Ken’s theatre criticism in chronological order and with proper annotation. As an overture to these volumes we decided to publish a collection of profiles, offered more for entertainment than scholarship.




  Our original plan was to put together an alphabetical assembly, in the manner of Ken’s collaboration with Cecil Beaton, Persona Grata. But that frivolous arrangement of short impressions, largely written for the occasion (1953), could not be repeated; not when we had in hand material that varied so much in technique and length. A chronological presentation seemed more suitable. One could travel fairly comfortably from the schoolboy’s homage to Alexander Woollcott of 1943, to his New Yorker profile of Louise Brooks, written 36 years later. The variations in style and perspective would reflect the development even while Ken was making concessions – on hindsight very few – to the marketplace, to magazines as different as the specialist film journal Sight and Sound, the popular Everybody’s and the inimitable New Yorker.




  Having decided on a chronological approach, we had next to make our selection. What to choose from some 170 pieces which, whatever their form, could justly be described as portraits of people? We were counselled to go for new material, not previously published in book form, to seek out useful stuff for biographers, and nostalgia for the aged. We rejected this advice in favour of pieces that could only have been written by Ken, on subjects most dear to him. Our guide was his own standard for good drama criticism, that it is not the opinion that counts so much as the art with which it is expressed. Only 17 of the pieces are appearing in book form for the first time. (Though we should add that all the Tynan collections are now out of print.)




  We reduced the pile, by chance, to 50. Nick Hem liked the round number and we’ve stuck to it. The material falls roughly into two categories, the profile in which both a subject’s work and his biography are treated (Peter Brook, Alec Guinness), and the piece which celebrates and explains a particular artist at work (Sid Field, James Cagney). A couple simply celebrate a unique human being, such as Alan Beesley.




  We start the first part of the book with two contributions by Ken to the King Edward School Chronicle, on Alexander Woollcott and Orson Welles; followed by studies in Isis and Cherwell of two eccentrics he met as an Oxford undergraduate: Alan Beesley, a precursor of Jimmy Porter, and Stanley Parker, a ‘Savoy Grill Falstaff’. The great comic, Sid Field, appeared in He That Plays the King, Ken’s first book, published in 1950. W.C. Fields, James Cagney, and Greta Garbo were commissioned by Penelope Houston for Sight and Sound. The interview with Charles Laughton, conducted in 1951, is our sole selection from the Evening Standard, where Ken worked as drama critic. The first of the two pieces on Noel Coward is from the short-lived arts magazine, Panorama, edited by Daniel Farson. Alec Guinness, John Gielgud, Peter Brook and Cyril Connolly are among the many profiles Ken wrote for Harper’s Bazaar (U.S.) under the editorship of Carmel Snow. Katharine Hepburn and Judy Holliday appeared in the now defunct picture magazine, Everybody’s, Edith Evans in Woman’s Journal, under the pseudonym ‘Georgian’. The Crazy Gang, C.S. Lewis, George Jean Nathan, James Thurber and the second of our offerings on Orson Welles all appear in Persona Grata.




  Contributions to the Observer published between 1954 and1973 include Thornton Wilder, Arthur Miller, George Bernard Shaw, Gordon Craig, Paul Léautaud, Martha Graham, our second on Noël Coward, Harry Kurnitz and Eric Morecambe.




  From American magazines: Tennessee Williams (Mademoiselle), Antonio Ordóñez (Sports Illustrated); George Cukor, Miles Davis, Beatrice Lillie and Joan Littlewood (Holiday).




  Orson Welles – our third profile, justified, we believe, by Ken’s life-long fascination for the man – appeared in Show and Humphrey Bogart was originally published in Playboy.




  The piece on Lenny Bruce was written as an introduction to Bruce’s autobiography, How to Talk Dirty and Influence People; the homage to Marlene Dietrich for Playbill.




  Although Ken interviewed Laurence Olivier in a question-and-answer format, reviewed many of his great performances, and wrote extensively about him in unpublished journals, his only profile is the one we include, which is also a backstage study of Olivier at work on the part of Othello (included in a 1966 National Theatre book).




  In the case of Bertolt Brecht, we have taken the liberty of excerpting a section from a New Yorker article on the German theatre (1959), since this is the best available material.




  The second half of the collection is exclusively from the New Yorker: Nicol Williamson, Ralph Richardson, Tom Stoppard, Mel Brooks and Louise Brooks. Ken described the New Yorker prose style as ‘pungent and artless, innocently sly, superbly explicit: what one would call low-falutin’. Despite the magazine’s prudish censorship and editorial quirkiness, he readily submitted to its dictates. In William Shawn he found an ideal editor.




  For his early profiles he worked often from memory, and with speed, using interview quotes, or ideas, or fully formed phrases, which he had jotted down on scraps of paper, or in his pocket diary, or on the back of a cigarette box. Because of the demanding length of the New Yorker profiles, however, Ken found himself doing much more research than he considered was good for him: he felt quite simply burdened by the bulk of his notes.




  We have chosen to print the versions of these profiles as amended by Ken for their appearance in book form. Our principle has been not to cut. Although the Brecht piece is an excerpt, we have not tampered with it internally.




  The editorial ‘we’ consists of myself and of Ernie Eban, who prepared an extensive chronology of Ken’s works and papers for my 1987 biography, The Life of Kenneth Tynan. The third part of the editorial ‘we’ is our publisher Nick Hern whose enthusiasm, imaginative know-how and publishing house made this collection possible.




  Kathleen Tynan




  

    

  




  
ALEXANDER WOOLLCOTT





  In the month of January 1943, those of us who probe and appreciate received a darkening shock; many, I among them, sought out emblems of mourning; and I, for one, decided finally not to go to America. We heard a voice, a maddening and impartial voice, telling us calmly and reservedly that a dynasty had collapsed, an era had passed — in short, that Alexander Woollcott was dead. That strange, errant, erudite, and immensely lovable mountebank; that questing, querulous spirit, with all its forthrightness and ingenuity, had flitted off into some odd corner in limbo, there to comment and chuckle and be malign; to dart unseen rapiers at that mortal race that once and ever he had loved.




  Alexander Woollcott was an all-embracing, non-respecting, joy-loving genius; a great dramatic critic, a brilliant wit, ‘full of subtile flame,’ a teller of unmatched short stories, and the most expert of feuilletonists, he was the omnipresent pivot of literary and theatrical life in the seething, sky-scraping metropolis that is New York City. His fine and illuminated intellect grasped, held, and assessed; little indeed was beyond his wit, the wise and jetting laughter of a corkscrew of a brain.




  We may here thank God for the foresight of those responsible for the publication over here of While Rome Burns, his intense and widespread vision of humanity. This jumbled jostling mosaic of criticisms, portraits, journals, and those glittering and unforgettable anecdotes, now suspended in a frenzy of expectation, now pervading our thoughts suggestively and unpleasantly — all these we loved, and we turned to America for more of this versatile and providential commentator of his times — for more of that ‘gaiety which might be mere gaiety and would be pretty good at that, but which is backed by a profound knowledge of human nature and history, and the soundest of values.’ I quote from one of his English disciples, Rebecca West.




  Yes, the people of New York had an inestimable advantage in those years between the wars; they had the platinum, the ruby-encrusted joy of dramatic criticism from the gilding pen of Alec Woollcott. People — the best people — made pilgrimages to see this fantastic creature on his flamboyant and piquant eminence; and people — the best people — respected him. And sometimes (let us be frank) feared him; listen to Noël Coward:




  Alexander Woollcott in a rage has all the tenderness and restraint of a newly-caged cobra; and, when striking, much the same admirable precision. There was always a sly, rococo twist to Woollcott; he was indubitably a character; in its highest sense he was what the French call an ‘original’.




  As maître de salon, too, he was supreme. Clad in insecure egg-stained pyjamas, he would preside over an animated crowd of backgammon playing, talking and eating guests. There would be Dorothy Parker, the Kaufmans, Charles MacArthur, Marc Connelly, Kathleen Norris, and even Alec’s old adversary, Edna Ferber — in fact, all play writing New York, and the cream of the wit of a continent. They were noisy, joyful assemblies; and memorable, too, even if only for Alec himself, crooning in some ghastly baby language: ‘EVWY day my pwayers I say, I learn my lessons EVWY day’ — until his opponent happened to throw double sixes, whereupon he would scream a shrill and profane imprecation in tones of apparently ungovernable fury.




  This, then, was their Woollcott. We came gradually to know him; half a dozen broadcasts he did for us remain like beacons in the misty, fretful first year of war. His spirit, too, has been perpetuated, somewhat wryly, by his cronies, George Kaufman and Moss Hart, in their journalistic tour de force, ‘The Man Who Came to Dinner’, whose central character — but let Alan Dent describe him:




  Sheridan Whiteside is a roaring, tearing monster of a petted and pampered dramatic critic . . . His friends dread him, and his enemies make allowances for him . . . He somehow obtains everything in life — nay, life itself, at a considerable discount. . . . He is a living, breathing, writing, talking paradox, a pet and a menace, a pest and a delight . . .




  It needed an idiosyncrasy like that of Woollcott to reconcile this description to the writing of this golden fragment; here is Woollcott on Lilian Gish’s Marguerite Gautier:




  It is the immaturity of a pressed flower — sweet, cherishable, withered. It has a gnome-like unrelation to the processes of life and death. It has the pathos of little bronze dancing boots, come upon suddenly in an old trunk. It is the ghost of something that has passed this way — the exquisite print of a fern in an immemorial rock.




  And it was thus, quietly and suddenly, that this mountainous cavalier left his company of cynical worldlings. He was stricken in the course of a broadcast discussion; he was removed to hospital, and died there, just before midnight, on the evening of January 23, 1943.




  I like to think that now, whenever I chuckle in my inmost heart, something of Alexander Woollcott, in my very presence, is chuckling with me; that somewhere, in a shady vantage-point in paradise, a crashing lost chord is quietly resolving itself.




  King Edward’s School Chronicle: July 1943




  

    

  




  
ORSON WELLES





  There is a man flourishing now and being mighty on the other side of the Atlantic. He has a lovely wife and twenty odd years of flamboyant youth — but his accomplishments do not end here. Betraying the smoke-ring silence of artistic achievement, he has burst upon the American scene with a heavy gesture of ineffable superiority; he is the saviour of a broad land, and he knows it. For Orson Welles is a self-made man, and how he loves his Maker; he has become a legend, lurid and bruited in his own lifetime.




  What does he do, this finest and most lordly? He plays the piano with a new harshness; he is a writer of the most brittle poetry, shot with the superficial majesty of sorcery; he moulds art out of radio, the scourge of art; he is a wit as only Americans can be wits; and he is a dandy among impromptu speakers. He is a producer of plays in kingly fashion, independent as a signpost in all he does; and he has carved out of a face of massy granite the subtle likeness of a great actor. He is a gross and glorious director of motion pictures, the like of which we have not seen since the great days of the German cinema; he reproduces life as it is sometimes seen in winged dreams.




  He is all these things, vastly exaggerated and blown up into the balloon of bald promise and brash achievement that is Welles. Yet with all his many-sidedness he has no dignity. ‘I have,’ he once said, ‘the dignity of a nude at high noon on Fifth Avenue.’




  One perquisite of greatness he lacks; artistic integrity. Perhaps he has burgeoned too early and too wildly; at present he is too cynical to be true even to himself. But it will come with praise and age; and then we shall behold a gorgeous, patriarchal figure, worthy of the Old Testament. Until then — watch him, watch him well, for he is a major prophet, with the hopes of a generation clinging to his heels.




  King Edward’s School Chronicle: December 1943




  

    

  




  
ALAN BEESLEY





  He was born in 1923, but isn’t sure where. Somewhere in London, he thinks. From 1942 to 1945 he served in Canada with the R.A.F., and in Michaelmas, 1945 came up to Pembroke. There are one or two other facts about Alan Beesley, but they are swallowed up and made trivial in the pungency and valour of his personality. It would be easy to dart cool gibes at him: the sick-brained, tail-chasing idealist; the penniless, raving introvert who makes life a medley of mad error and soaring abandon. It would be easy; but dishonest, and pointless.




  Alan Beesley thrust and bored into Oxford in October, 1945, and it was like a kick in the midriff. Amongst other things he founded the Author-Critic Club, and made about five hundred friends. He published two anthologies, swam, drank, and played rugger. In Trinity, 1946, Ken Tynan, speaking for a roomful of enthusiasts, offered him the Editorship of a new Cherwell, and he took it. Cherwell 1946 was an unhappy, excitable paper, pitched high in brilliant zanyism, at times almost Evangelical, always brittle and collapsible. Cherwell 1947, a smoother job, smeared him unnecessarily across the headlines. He was in the news, but disastrously out of pocket. That was anguish, and calamity. The matter is now closed, and Alan sits firmly on the lid of what might have been a Pandora’s box.




  He is small, compactly tough, and urgent; as well as being sinuous. He says he is ‘a booly and a thug,’ and externally he may be right: He smokes continuously with dazed nonchalance, and carries his shoulders in an aggressive-defensive bunch about his neck. His face is wan and puckered, bitten and polished by the diligence of hard circumstance. And he has a sad child’s eyes, of extraordinary beauty and despair. He moves in quick spasms, as if shaking off a succession of oppressive burdens. His talk is a flood, and he keys himself precariously to cling to the crests of its waves. His voice is flat tenor, very high but never shrill; he calls it ‘ruggedly effeminate.’ His ideas are of the moment: mood-creatures who swamp his whole self and possess it. And then a new dawn cracks round his horizon, and it is a new moment, and a new personality. He sheds his notions daily, like a slough, leaving only a residue of conviction that the world is insane, pathetic, and bad. He wrings each minute dry, and then discards it; for the thought of age terrifies him. The future is shut out permanently from his mind. He will not speak of it.




  In conversation he can communicate complex ideas by sheer emotional verve and a bounding pulse of exposition. When he is bright, there is no more sensitive or responsive company in Oxford. He has more personality and less egotism than you would think possible: his humility is overwhelming. Yet he can dominate a room by brooding, crook-backed and silent, in a far corner. Suddenly some intolerable opinion will wound him, and he will leap upon it, and tear it with his talk and incisive teeth to a tattered death. He has catch-phrases: for Alan, the epithet ‘gay’ applies with utter abandon to anything from envelopes to omnibuses, and it means precisely what he makes it mean. ‘Gaiety! Gaiety!’ (pronounced ‘Gairty’) is his social rallying-call. Compare him, it you wish, to some odd, exulting rodent, some nipping, eager quadruped with bright eyes — a sort of intellectual Sredni Vashtar.




  He is probably the only genuine neurotic in Oxford. You get a sense of rapport with the Life-Force, an insane drive granted, they say, only to idiots and prophets. His nails are bitten to the quick, and his finger-tips raw. But this is not an inert, lounger’s neurosis: it is dynamic, and can explode the most resilient mental fabrics away to rubble. To discuss his politics and opinions would be silly. These things are tiny trappings, which jingle cleverly for an hour, and are then renewed. Alan wears things out quickly, including himself. He lights his candle at both ends: tremulous, hypnotic flames which he snuffs regretfully, always just before both ends meet. While it burns, and you are with the subjective, not the objective Alan, you are mesmerized by that relentless personality — so shaming and humiliating that it might be tangible. You even put out a wary hand. But then the reverie ends, and you see that Alan is yards away from you, staring past the fire into his thoughts.




  To his confusion, he finds himself constantly attended by friends, willing and hoping to help him through the imbranglements which string his moods together into a life story. Women invariably appoint themselves his confessor or foster-mother. He is, then, a tight parcel of busy energy, living dangerously beyond its means, both financially and nervously; paring all creeds and customs to the bone with the sharp knife in his mind. Simple existence for Alan is a full-time responsibility, involving endless repairs, overhauls, injections, and works of preservation to his selfhood.




  What does he do? He is a writer. He writes as he talks — in crisp nodules, fired point-blank into print. He has the novelist’s, or marksman’s eye for words. His short stories are devastating, and he will soon write a great novel. If he is not pushed along the dirty path of the forgotten martyr; if he can be fed occasionally, and given paper, cigarettes, and typewriter, Alan Beesley will write several great novels.




  Canonized or crucified, ignored, or loathed, or loved, Alan is hard, unmistakable diamond, and his setting is an inconsiderable petit-rien. He dresses badly (by accident, not affectation); he is mostly broke (again, by accident) — but these are slight matters. About them he could not care less, and when he says that, it is with the candour of complete intellectual honesty. He is really out of touch with and bored by this world; like a bad mystic, he is always leaping for a halo of self-realization, but circumstances and ‘extraneous detail’ (his favourite phrase) anchor him to earth. In a sense, he is the disease of this generation; in much the same sense, a pearl is a disease of the oyster. This modern world, given luck and frequent solace, may be Alan’s oyster.




  The Isis: 12th February 1947




  

    

  




  
STANLEY PARKER





  I deserve, I think, a little space for a clown so intimately bound up with a sky-rocketingly delightful part of my life that his image is magnified for me beyond all reasonable proportions. He is not a professional humourist; his audiences must never exceed half a dozen, and those preferably tipsy; and it may be that in writing about him I am being as blind as the people in Thurber’s savage little story, who thought Jack Klohman the funniest man they had ever seen. Nevertheless, I want to write about Stanley Parker, because it is quite possible that nobody else ever will.




  This is a sane thanksgiving and a farewell to Stanley, and I write it because he is centrally tangled and embedded in what I like to remember of Oxford, and because I have laughed with him more clamorously, more forgetfully of time and station, more recklessly, than with anyone else. I hope the years are so generous and joy-spawning to him as he has been to me.




  Stanley Parker came to Oxford in 1942 to goad the sleeping demons of gaiety from their frozen dens in a grey and warlike city. He brought with him his mother, his brother, a flossy and glossy journalistic reputation in Australia and London, and the buoyancy of twenty-eight spendthrift years. It was rather like letting a rogue elephant loose in a mausoleum. Stanley’s friendship with Oxford began, like many of his attachments, by unpremeditated assault. He was never very good at premeditation; I see him rather as an impulsive explorer of sunny moments, which he can inflate into big gleaming bubbles, and deck his day withal, as if they were so many Chinese lanterns. In Stanley’s company motives and means and ends and all things aforethought seem tiny and squalid, fit only for page three of the Oxford Mail. He is the safest person I know in whom to invest the next ten minutes of one’s life; you will be gladdened, if not enriched. He will be a sort of Ronald Searle schoolboy, yet jocund, and plumply droll, and his laughter will be the heart’s laughter, which is ease.




  I met him some years ago at a party in Trinity College; we sat on the lawn drinking wine, and I thought, here is a fat lizard. I now propose to give up fifteen hundred words to explaining how wrong I was.




  Stanley is the Vulgar One, the Big Imp, a laughing buddha sculpted in lava; a Savoy Grill Falstaff; a sophisticated Billy Bunter, a demoniacal and uproarious Owl of the Remove who flies hooting by night. In the same way as Noël Coward looks like an Oriental butler, Stanley looks like a Filipino houseboy. Observe the quick fastidious step, hips held high, shoulders almost in flight: he moves with all the wobble and purpose of a blancmange disdainfully deserting Lyons for Claridges, high tea for theatre supper. ‘It’s no good your saying a word,’ his face tells us, ‘I will not be eaten with plastic spoons.’ The forehead wryly bulging, betokens determination. His sandals fussily brush the pavement; just as fussily, words brush against his lips as he speaks. It is not a juicy voice, but dry and florid, save when it swoops down to emphasise and point a phrase, and is bolstered up again with a rose-red intestinal chuckle. Then the whole body becomes a madcap jelly, thunderously quaking, and the voice a squelching roar. There is an epic quality about Stanley’s smallest mischief, an animal capering; in Oxford he has the loony unexpectedness of a giant panda at the Algonquin. Rococo black finger-curls crowd over a merry sleazy face; in his bustling mock-pomp he sees every party as a gladiatorial arena, and if there is not blood and sand on the floor there ought to be. Yet I would not call him flamboyant; by comparison with his own Lupercalian standards of gaiety he works with a splendid economy and is almost a miniaturist. He rarely makes huge gestures, but when he does, he will probably knock a table over, so tremendous and unlooked-for is his physical strength. He dances with amazing lightness and deftness, bouncing like a rubber puppet and never missing a beat; at parties he has the authority and agility of an oriental nabob in whose body the soul of a marmoset has found temporary refuge.




  He lives a life of exuberant exclamation marks, vast eyebrow-raising question-marks, and curiously inverted commas; he sees everything heavily italicised, and has no time for anything as half-hearted as a semi-colon. I doubt whether he believes in the existence of full stops. If the things around him are not on a gargantuan scale, he will strive to make them so. Introduce him to a man with a strong laugh, and a moment later you will find him telling everyone that the man has not stopped laughing in fifteen years, that he has been laughing at the sheer absurdity of living, with tears streaming down his face. (Stanley once came within an ace of holding a Laughing Party for all the professional laughers in the University.) Everything Stanley cherishes is anti-realistic; his world is peopled with that which is against or beyond reality. This is his compensation for the fruitlessness of everyday; with wild verbal felicity he spends his time retouching the dull succession of blurred half-tone prints which add up to being alive. Like a lightning telescope, his mind exaggerates drab fact; and all words, fair or foul, are his legitimate meat.




  Yet he never swears, not even to say ‘hell’ or ‘damn’. It has been suggested that his profound belief in the existence of evil is akin to that of the provincial spinster; it is probably nearer to that of the Catholic martyr. He explained one bout of self-mortification by telling me sombrely: ‘I don’t think I could survive a sudden death.’ Once he refused point-blank to go to a party, because he heard that a hypnotist was to be present; he said he was appalled that such men should be fêted and encouraged. Even in their most frenzied lubricities, the men of the High Renaissance kept their awe of God, and so does Stanley. As Shaw said of Stalin: ‘You might guess him to be the illegitimate soldier-son of a cardinal.’ In his most elastic party-moods, he retains a certain perspiring holiness, like a Papal bull in a blue china shop; and, like most pontiffs, in addition to knowing good from evil, he knows instinctively which of two photographers represents The Tatler, and which the Daily Mirror.




  He has drawn and written about nearly everybody who is everybody; but he will agree that his finest gift is talk. He is the funniest talker I have ever heard, and yet his conversation springs largely from two sources — one, a marvellous eye for physiognomical peculiarity, and two, a marvellous ear for verbal bric-à-brac. He dips, swallow-like, into a sea of words, and comes up dripping and diffuse. His methods are those of snowball accumulation; it is thus that he creates legends where no legend was. The Curator of a zoo once gave him an owl for a birthday present; it was beautifully stuffed, he thought, and he had it put on the mantelpiece beside the stuffed canary. Later, as the party raged into the night, he returned to admire it. It immediately screamed in his face TOO WOOO TOO WOOO and ‘began flapping round the room, drinking all the drink, making love to everybody . . .’. It was too much. Ashen, Stanley gathered his shaken dignity about him. ‘Either the owl goes, or I go,’ he said steadily; ‘The owl must leave.’ The owl left.




  Stanley is the great escapist; he will never admit that reality is anything more than the unfinished sketch of a careless and indolent creator. It is Stanley’s mission to finish the job; he will be the reductor ad absurdum of the commonplace. Show him a smallish nose, and he will describe it as ‘just two holes in the face’, and finally, by almost skull-splitting extension, it will become concave. The extremeness of his vision reminds me of a passage in Max Beerbohm:




  The jester must be able to grapple his theme and hang on to it, twisting it this way and that, and making it yield magically all manner of strange and precious things, one after another, without pause. He must have invention keeping pace with utterance. He must be inexhaustible. Only so can he exhaust us.




  A favourite theme has to do with a headline which he saw years ago in an Australian daily. ‘BEAR IN COURT’ it said; and Stanley can still relive the joy of the first image that occurred to him — could it be that ‘the bruin in question’ had swept into the throne-room with three feathers on its head, and curtsied? The page proved to be the story of a Mrs. Bear, whose psychiatrist reported on her in a sentence which Stanley has never quite got over: ‘She was quite normal, except that whenever the phrase “point of pin” was mentioned, she thought the word “toe” was indicated.’ It is upon such baffled blind alleys of meaning as this that Stanley really lets go. When his brother dreamt of an apocryphal best-seller called The Whist Between Us, Stanley spent a morning explaining exactly how it was going to be turned into a film with Anna Neagle and Michael Wilding; he can devote hours of orgiastic talk to deciding just what sort of a woman would have a name like Enid Sharp-Bolster or Didi de Pledge. And you would have to know Stanley very well to understand why the mere mention of concrete floors nowadays gives me hysterics. Set him dithyrambing on a malleable theme, and its changing lights will lure him on into visions in which frogs, frigates, fire hydrants and incantations to the moon will all have a perfectly reasonable place. He never tells jokes or laughs when they are told him. ‘Jokes happen,’ he will say: and his business is to make them happen near him, not to collect them at second hand.




  Sometimes ecstasy ties his tongue; as when he thrice insisted to a sloe-eyed Piccadilly bus conductress that he wanted a ticket to ‘H-H-Hard Pike — H-H-H-Hard Pike Corner’. Even more attractively confused was his gauche farewell, many years ago, to Athene Seyler. ‘Well,’ he said, shifting from foot to foot, ‘better be get alonging.’




  He can be a very hard worker when the fit seizes him; when I first knew him, he could talk of nothing but his new pictures of Gigli and T. S. Eliot. His very holidays and truancies from work are athletic and prostrating; I can think of no one who can better communicate the glow of knowing (in the words that open The Lost Weekend) that ‘the barometer of his emotional nature is set for a spell of riot’. I do not think he writes particularly well, and his drawings, though Shaw called them ‘dramatic criticisms’, are very much of the thirties — nearly all represent a left profile staring glumly and intently into mist. But as a boulevardier he is unique in Oxford, perhaps in England; and to stoke up that indomitable personality is a full-time job, involving endless night-shifts. Oddly, he is full of love; Max Beerbohm’s phrase for him was ‘potent in pencil as in pen, but not, I think, in poison’. He still takes his mother to every first-night he attends, and he loves his friends with the pertinacity of an anaconda. I once asked him for an epithet to sum up his whole being, and he proudly replied: ‘Wholesome.’ He likes piggy pleasures (‘I adore food and bacon and things’); and I have often reflected that his existence might be divided into three parts — pork, apple sauce, and stuffing. His most beloved book is Zuleika Dobson; he reads the Greeks and the Decadents avidly, and sometimes wonders idly what happened to literature between the death of Pindar and the birth of Whistler. The best acting he has ever seen was Sybil Thorndike’s Medea, which he saw sixteen times; and the most humbling genius he ever met was, he says, Pavlova. His proudest recent memory is of a letter Frances Day wrote him addressed to ‘Stanley Parker, Oxford’. It was instantly delivered.




  For Stanley, laughter is god-like, and despair the ultimate evil. I have heard him say, after a bright evening at the theatre: ‘God was with me all evening; he was on my knee.’ He detests solitude and cannot remember being alone; except voluntarily, once a week, when he goes to church in mid-afternoon and meditates wasted days. It is ‘a very un-smart church’ and if interrupted, he pretends to be an ikon.




  He especially warms to Mae West and all that drapes itself about her — sequins, ostrich feathers, pink spotlights; all that is deliberately artificial, faintly funny, and nostalgic of the middle thirties. One of his favourite lines comes from a minor triumph of Miss West’s in which, cocooned in silk and lace, she turned to her coloured maid and said with almost feudal scorn: ‘Beulah — peel me a grape.’ This is the life Stanley thirsts after, and it is a sad truth that he has never even aspired to a recognisable pair of shoes.




  Never, while you live, permit him to be serious; the brow wrinkles, the lips purse up with affected boredom, and he will talk endlessly in a flurry of furtive platitude. But when a fat woman enters a room, garish under a pumpkin hat, Stanley’s face will collapse into a comic mask and you can relax again. He may be going to fall in love with her, or to make outrageous suggestions about her; it matters little; he will be funny. His humorous reflexes are hair-triggered: one afternoon, by sheer loquacity, he persuaded me that Woodstock Road (which telescopes away northwards to the suburbs of hell) was Europe’s playground. And he can make the Randolph bar at midday seem as innocent and sunlit and sensual as Hieronymus Bosch’s Garden of Delights. Neurosis in his presence becomes a laughable fiction; he is Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll stripped of frailty and whimsey and dipped thoroughly in beer and bacon-fat. There is an almost Chinese imperturbability about him (‘I worship everything that is Ping’): often he reminds me of a dissolute old mandarin with a gourmet’s love of peacock’s tongues and a hatchet up either sleeve.




  Sometimes I decide he is a pernicious rascal, a wicked vagabond, and I argue hotly against him, and call him a pantaloon Micawber. It is easy to despise, easier still to pity him: the frightful thing is that he remains full of laughter, knowing your motives better than you do yourself. We do not always see eye to eye. But we invariably see ego to ego.




  Cherwell: 14th June 1948; He That Plays The King, 1950




  

    

  




  
SID FIELD





  Very occasionally, after long and painful intervals, there emerges from a provincial city a clean comedian. The consequent fracas is always heartening: a boisterous quarterstaff is giving battle to the jagged razors of innuendo, and putting the nasty rout to flight. Late years have granted us but one theme for such talk as this: the munificent clowning of the late Sid Field, the bumpkin droll. It is wrong to be precious in speaking of a man so burly; to fantasticate one whose renown was built upon blunt ways and broad gestures. But there was a finical subtlety to Mr. Field that deserves writing about. I cannot do it: yet I’ll hammer it out.




  With him, comparison, the critic’s upholstery, must retire defeated: nobody has done such things before on our stages. He was enchanted as Bottom was, but he knew it: he was a soul in bliss. There can be no explaining that angelic relaxedness, no dissecting that contentment. He was in permanent possession of some rare and delectable secret, the radiance in the blear eyes told you: yet what he said was serenely, even pugnaciously usual. He could be very nearly a rudesby. I cannot fathom by what alchemy this blend of celestial stance and mundane observation, of nectar and beer, was contrived. You would not guess, from the moonstruck words that eased out of him, that this man would appear in guise and circumstance as other men. Yet I dare insist that no more naturalistic clown walked the land. He employed no barb of repartee, he had no niceness in returning phrase for phrase: his ordinary situation was confusion, or at best mild bafflement. The sketches he animated have, when you think about it, no intrinsic humour of line about them; and if they have, it is generally something trite beyond words (in his golfing sketch, for instance, the instructor would tell him to make the tee with sand; and Mr. Field, mistaking him, would make a slightly hurt, recoiling movement and then venture defensively: ‘I’m not drinking that sterf’: his voice climbing to a pained shrillness, and then, after a moment’s consideration: ‘More like co-coa.’). He had no use at all for pathos, or for the poignant eyes of the quick, ferret comic; to be honest, his face was sadly flat and slab-shaped. Apart from the habit of stage ease and peace, he had none of the marks of his contemporary drolls. He was elephantine. And though he did it delicately, he lumbered. His style was amorphous: he was like a man carrying about with him a number of inexplicable parcels, which he couldn’t remember buying, and certainly didn’t want. Yet whenever he opened one of them, something wildly funny flew out.




  He was most recently seen in the American play Harvey, in which he played a dipsomaniac whose fidus Achates is a six-foot rabbit, which we cannot see. It was his first straight part, and it was not pleasant to hear: he took all the easy spontaneity out of his voice, and turned it into a carefully modulated tenor with about as much personality as a cod: he dropped the faint Midland accent, the soft uncouthness which was his birthright, and the loss was irrecoverable. His miming was still perfect, though: jocose, flaccid, topful of indiscriminate bonhomie, he would nudge and nod confidingly at the rabbit by his side; he would trip and turn to stare reproachfully at the invisible foot that had toppled him, and then, with a wink, extend his own foot to return the trick. Touches like this, and the scene in which he dialled a telephone number with hand movements appropriate to a man painting a picture, made the play bearable.




  But he must not be judged on this rash adventure: he was too solitary, like all great comics, for the interactions and cross-stresses of drama. I want us to remember him with a blaze of footlights before him, in small and simple sketches. Picture, to begin with, a pair of drunks, veering with no great determination, around a lamp-post. One of them is portly and has the constricted look of a man about to vomit. That is Mr. Field. The other is very tiny, and from time to time he supports his little frame by clutching at Mr. Field’s middle. This, on the fourth or fifth occasion (these things happen gradually) shakes Mr. Field’s equanimity. He surveys his partner from above in slow wonder — wonder, perhaps, that there should be men so much smaller than himself. Then, in weary exasperation: ‘Get-tout-from-mund-der-neath-me-Vernon!’ — the last word with unmistakably effeminate emphasis. How print, the great leveller, flattens that line! and how unfairly it robs Mr. Field of the convulsive squirms of dismissal which accompanied it! The written word is untender to comedians, whose every inflexion must have its record if it is to survive. Mr. Field’s more wayward triumphs are almost impossible to pin down. How should you see that it was, for example, very funny when he tried to be intimidating; when, after a few threatening starts and a clouded warning glance, he decided to assault his provoker. This he did, mind you, not with fist or foot, but by removing the cloth cap from his head, folding it neatly, and making curious little dabs and pokes with it, shadow-boxing the while. I asked him once how he knew that the only fitting weapon was the cap. He thought it over. Finally: ‘It relieves my feelings,’ he said, ‘without being brutal.’




  I liked him, too, when he ‘put it on’. His normal accents were, as I have said, those of the suspicious West Midlander; but he could, if he wished, persuade us that he was born within sight of the Victoria and Albert Museum. He would incline, with earnest benignity, to the members of the pit orchestra, and inquire politely: ‘And how are yooo to-day? R-r-r-reasonably well, I hoop?’ The incongruity of all this, proceeding from those stolid peasant lips, was irresistible. He always revelled in these elocutionary achievements. I once heard him successfully pronounce that formidable word ‘Shostakovitch’. At first the magnitude of what he had done escaped him; he passed on, and would have finished the sentence. But all at once glorious consciousness of it overtook him, and he stopped, enthralled in recollection. After a moment’s rapture, slow irradiation broke across his face, until it became a huge, blushing, beaming rose. Impulsively he turned towards the wings, and sang out: ‘Did you heah me, Whittaker?’ I do not know who Whittaker was.




  Then there was the sketch in which he played all the male parts, making rushed exits which nearly tore the scenery down; one of these character studies was an aged sire, decrepitude being suggested by an uncombed white wig. The character had a paralysed hand which rotated regularly as if preparing to roll dice; it dangled over the edge of the table at which he sat. As I remember it, Mr. Field was talking about the awful state of everything. ‘The chimneys haven’t been swept,’ he complained, ‘the windows won’t open, the floor’s dirty, the wallpaper’s coming off.’ Then, his gaze wandering to his infirmity, he watched it with gloomy interest and, indicating with his good hand this final item in the catalogue of decay, added mournfully: ‘And this’ll have to be seen to.’ And there was his impetuous, cavorting, velvet-clad photographer, welcoming an old friend as a sitter, and making tea for him. Having drunk it, he sets the man in position, chatting cosily, paces out the correct number of steps for the camera, then turns and, in a flash of quiet aberration, runs up as if to bowl. Seeing his blunder, he blushes gauchely and fumbles out an apology. Actually, Mr. Field running up to do anything was fanciful enough: in his Slasher Greene sketch, which involved his wearing a vastly beshouldered overcoat, a pencilled moustache, and all the wily self-confidence of the local boy cutting a shady dash in the city, he was constantly threatening to run up and do something. ‘Stand well back, Harry,’ he would warn his partner, ‘stand well back, boy. I don’t know what I might do.’ You felt that this was quite true; squinting with determination, he pawed the ground, and was about to set off, when the inadequacy of a stage for his giant exploit hit him: ‘Not enough room really. I ought to be in a field.’ And so we never knew just what it was that he didn’t know what he might do.




  He was often a prey to stage children. I am thinking of one especially, a gay and omniscient little fright, who took a hellish delight in carping at his brushwork. (For some reason he was painting a landscape.) By and by he suggested that she might like to go away and peddle her papers: ‘Why,’ as he put it, ‘don’t you go and play a nice game on the railway track — with your back to the oncoming engines?’ He tried to soothe her with a drink of lemonade (‘Get the bottle well down your throat’). But nothing availed him, and at last the crash came. She was telling him about the difference between ultramarine (which he was using) and Prussian blue (which she would have preferred), and it was here that he went to pieces. He rounded on her, fixed her with a moistly aggressive eye, and began a terrible verbal attack on Prussian blue, speaking at great speed and in devastating fury. As the rage seized him, he started to sag at the knees: his legs wilted, and he collapsed to the ground in a lump. The little girl, stunned, helped him to his feet, and waited, with an odd and worried look. We waited, too. At last, between gulps, and in tones of the utmost deprecation and shame, he explained. ‘I am a fool,’ he said petulantly; ‘I must remember to breathe when I speak.’ If that is not good enough for Lewis Carroll, I have misunderstood him badly.




  His great golfing sketch was full of these things, and we have not space for them all. How would you reply to a pro who said: ‘When I say “slowly back”, I don’t mean “slowly back”, I mean “slowly back”’? Mr. Field just stopped in his tracks and thought; and then: ‘Let’s pick flowers,’ he urged hopefully. He made no attempt to reply to the pro’s heavy sarcasm in its own vulgar kind; instead, he affected sublime indifference. ‘I could have been having my music lesson — with Miss Bollinger,’ he explained with careful scorn; ‘Miss Bollinger is nice and kind. She can play the piano.’ An afterthought occurred to him: ‘— and the flute.’ He flipped out his tongue elaborately in making the ‘the’ sound. I would enjoy writing about how he looked when his mentor told him to get behind the ball, and he screamed back: ‘It’s behind all round it!’ But the others have noticed that, and the ground is covered.




  I do not pretend to account for these strokes: I can only point vaguely to the quality most of them share — a certain girlishness that seeps through the silly male bulk of the man, a certain feminine intensity on the emphatic words. But Mr. Field was even more bewildered. ‘I suppose,’ he replied laboriously when I asked him to explain some of the things he said: ‘I suppose I’m just peculiar altogether.’ It might be possible, in some sort, to trace his genealogy from the names of his three favourite comedians, Bob Hope, Bud Flanagan and Jimmy James. Particularly from the last-named buffoon, with whose genius he had many affinities. He is certainly not explicable in terms of scripts, a fact which ought to be clear by now: nearly all his sketches were originally ‘ad-libbed’ around an inconsiderable nucleus of ideas, and many affecting tales are told of the anguish of those who tried to tie him down to what they had written for him. He never, he said, forced a laugh in his life; it embarrassed him physically to have to utter a line he did not think funny. ‘Makes me perspire all over,’ he would mutter. Not many comedians have that discretion. I think a saint would have laughed at Sid Field without shame or condescension.




  He That Plays The King, 1950




  

    

  




  
W.C. FIELDS





  If you had been visiting Philadelphia in the winter of 1892 and had wanted to buy a newspaper, you would have stood a good chance of having mild hysterics and a story to dine out on in after years. W. C. Fields, then a frowning urchin of thirteen, was spending a few halcyon months peddling papers; and his manner of vending contained already the germs of a technique which later made him one of the two or three funniest men in the world. While other lads piped about wars and football, Fields would pick on a five-line fill-in at the bottom of a page and, quite disenchantedly, hawk it at the top of his voice. ‘Bronislaw Gimp acquires licence for two-year-old sheepdog!’ he would bellow at passers-by, adding unnecessarily: ‘Details on page 26!’ And by the tone of his voice, his latest biographer tells us, you would gather that Gimp was an arch-criminal, for Fields trusted no one. A flabby scowl sat squarely on his face — the same scowl that we see in the curious portrait with which John Decker celebrated the comedian’s sixtieth birthday: with a doily on his head and a silver salt-cellar balanced on top of that, he sits, squinting dyspeptically at the camera, perfectly well aware of the profanity of the caption: ‘Sixty Years a Queen.’ Fields disliked and suspected most of his fellow-creatures to the end of his life; his face would work in convulsive tics as he spoke of them. For sixty-seven years he played duck’s back to their water, until on Christmas Day 1946, the ‘fellow in the bright nightgown’ (as he always referred to death) sneaked up on him and sapped him for good.




  W. C. Fields: His Follies and Fortunes is certainly the best book we are likely to see about this droll and grandiose comic. Robert Lewis Taylor is a graduate of the New Yorker, and thus a master of the Harold Ross prose style — pungent and artless, innocently sly, superbly explicit: what one would call low-falutin’. Like all the New Yorker’s best profiles, this picture of Fields is composed with a sort of childish unsentimentality, the candour of a liquorous quiz kid. Taylor, having inscribed Fields’ name glowingly on the roll of fame, beats him over the head with it. Except that he sometimes calls a mistress a ‘friend’, he spares us little. We learn of Fields’ astonishing consumption of alcohol (two quarts of gin a day, apart from wines and whisky); of his quite sincere cruelty (his favourite sequence was one in which he took his small niece to a fun fair and parked her ‘for safety’ in the shooting gallery); of his never wholly cured habit of pilfering (on his first visit to England he strolled around stealing poultry hanging out in front of shops; it was his tribute to the salesmanship of the proprietors and, as he indignantly added: ‘You don’t think I’d have stolen chickens in the Balkans, do you?’); of his jovial callousness towards his friends, towards most women, and towards the clergy. One rainy night Fields, fairly far gone, was driving home waving a gin bottle in his free hand, and generously gave a lift to a hitch-hiker. The man was outraged when Fields offered him a drink and, explaining that he was a clergyman, went on to deliver a free sermon to the comedian — ‘I’ll give you my number four,’ he said, ‘called “The Evils of Alcohol.”’ He was well into his stride when Fields nonchalantly pulled up alongside a hedge, kicked the man out, dropped a bottle of gin after him, and roared: ‘That’s my number three — “How to keep warm in a ditch”!’ Equally savage was his exchange with a bartender in My Little Chickadee. ‘You remember the time I knocked down Waterfront Nell?’ he said. The barman, pretty angrily, replied: ‘Why, you didn’t knock her down, I did.’ ‘Well,’ Fields went on, unperturbed, ‘I started kicking her first.’ He once genially condescended to teach an acquaintance of his, against whom he bore some slight grudge, a simple juggling trick requiring two paring knives. ‘I hope he worked at it,’ said Fields afterwards, ‘because if he did, he was almost certain to cut himself very painfully.’ Some of the managements for whom he worked complained about such jests as these. Fields never lost his temper on such occasions. ‘We must strive,’ he would say thoughtfully, ‘to instruct and uplift as well as entertain.’ And eyeing them carefully, he would light a cigar.




  About all this Mr. Taylor is quaintly frank; and he is even better at describing (for nobody could ever explain) the mysterious caverns of private humour in which Fields delighted. There was the two-reeler entitled The Fatal Glass of Beer which he did for Mack Sennett: it opened with Fields sitting on a campstool in a far Northern shack, wearing a coonskin coat and crooning to himself. From time to time he would get up, open the door, and cry: ‘ ’Tain’t a fit night out for man nor beast!’ whereupon an extra would pelt him in the face with a handful of snow. There was hardly any other dialogue in the film.




  Fields nearly always wrote his own stories (under pen-names such as Mahatma Kane Jeeves), and would drive studio chiefs to despair by his failure to understand that the fact that he appeared in every shot did not necessarily ensure continuity of plot-line. Still, he continued to scrawl plots on the backs of old laundry bills and to get $25,000 a time for them. Often he would wander through the streets wearing a false beard, a repulsive clip-on moustache and an opera cape, and amble into any party he saw in progress, introducing himself as ‘Doctor Hugo Sternhammer, the Viennese anthropologist.’ He first did this during the First World War. ‘I remember telling one woman that the Kaiser was my third cousin,’ he mused: ‘she gave a little scream and ran like hell.’ His treatment of women often bordered on the fantastic: finding strange, unaccountable depths of hilarity in the Chinese, he made one of his mistresses dress in satin slippers and a split black skirt and always called her ‘The Chinaman.’ Many of his letters to his last mistress and devoted nurse, Carlotta Monti, start out ‘Dear Chinese People,’ and are signed, even more bewilderingly, ‘Continental Person,’ or ‘Ampico J. Steinway.’ He liked ordering Chinese meals in his films; in International House (for Paramount in 1932), he called up room service and blandly asked for: ‘A couple of hundred-year-old eggs boiled in perfume.’




  Fields enraged most people he worked with. Mae West still remembers how stunned she was when, in the middle of a take, he benignly ad-libbed: ‘And how is my little brood mare?’ He worked first for Mack Sennett and later for Universal and MGM (most notoriously in David Copperfield, in which he was narrowly restrained from doing his entire juggling routine); but after he left Ziegfeld’s Follies in 1921 we are probably most indebted to Paramount, who suffered under him through twenty-one movies, including Tilly and Gus, If I Had a Million, Six of a Kind, Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch, Mississippi and The Man on the Flying Trapeze. Much of the time they had to fight to keep him from cursing during takes: in retaliation he devised two expressions — ‘Godfrey Daniel!’ and ‘Mother of Pearl!’ — with which he baffled the Hays Office for more than a decade. They granted him a salary so spectacular that even Bing Crosby raised his eyebrows and, by their unearthly tolerance, they allowed him to turn out a series of films which must rank amongst the least money-making comedy classics in cinema history. At last he left them, his powers quite unimpaired, and went to Universal for his last four pictures, You Can’t Cheat an Honest Man, My Little Chickadee, The Bank Dick, and the amazing Never Give a Sucker an Even Break — the last two of which probably represent the height of his achievement. They were made between 1938 and 1942, when Fields was moving reluctantly into his sixties. Someday they should be revived by the film societies, for in addition to being amongst the funniest films of a good period, they are splendid illustrations of the art of film-making without portfolio, or cinematic actor-management.




  The function of a director in a Fields movie was clear right from the start. He either fought with or ignored them. He would reduce such men as Leo McCarey, Norman McLeod, George Marshall and even George Cukor to impotent hysterics of rage by his incorrigible ad-libbing, his affectation of deafness whenever they suggested the slightest alteration in any of his lines or routines, and by his jubilant rudeness to anyone else who happened to be working in the neighbourhood. (Once, when it became known that Deanna Durbin was on a nearby lot and might be audible on clear days, Fields threatened ‘to get a good bead from the upstairs balcony and shoot her.’) The only director to whose advice he ever paid attention was Gregory La Cava. ‘Dago bastard!’ he would growl as, fretfully, he listened to La Cava’s analyses of his gifts: yet he admitted that the director was in the right when he implored Fields not to work too hard for his laughs. What La Cava said is worth quoting, for it is acute and provides some sort of key to Fields’ later methods. ‘You’re not a natural comedian, Bill,’ he said. ‘You’re a counter-puncher. You’re the greatest straight man that ever lived. It’s a mistake for you ever to do the leading. When you start to bawl out and ham around and trip over things, you’re pushing. I hate to see it.’ He said that in 1934.




  La Cava was correct, as Fields’ maturer films show. Fields quiescent and smouldering is funnier than Fields rampant and yelling. He played straight man to a malevolent universe which had singled him out for siege and destruction. He regarded the conspiracy of fate through a pair of frosty little blue eyes, an arm flung up to ward off an imminent blow, and his shoulders instinctively hunched in self-protection. It is hard to imagine him without the ‘As I suspected’ look with which he anticipates disaster. Always his face looked injured (as indeed it was: the nose was ruddy and misshapen not through drink, but from the beatings he received in his youth); he would talk like an old lag, watchfully, using his antic cigar almost as a cudgel. Puffy, gimlet-eyed, and magnificently alarmed, he would try to outwit the agents of calamity with sheer pomp, and invariably fail. Everything he says, even the most crushing insult, is uttered as if it were a closely guarded secret: he admits a line rather than speaks it. Only his alcoholic aplomb remains unpersecuted: that they cannot touch, these imps who plague him. Fields breakfasting with his screen family behaves with all the wariness of Micawber unexpectedly trapped in Fagin’s thieves’ kitchen. His face lights up only rarely, at the sight of something irresistibly and universally ludicrous, like a blind man. One remembers his efforts, in the general-store sequence of It’s a Gift, to prevent a deaf and blind customer from knocking over things with his stick while Fields is attending to other clients. It was unforgettable, the mechanical enthusiasm of those brave, happy cries: ‘Sit down, Mr. Muckle, Mr. Muckle, please sit down!’ (a stack of electric light bulbs crashes to the floor.) ‘Mr. Muckle, honey, please sit down!’




  His nose, resembling a doughnut pickled in vinegar or an eroded squash ball, was unique; so, too, was his voice. He both looked and sounded like a cement-mixer. He would screw up his lips to one side and purse his eyes before committing himself to speech; and then he would roll vowels around his palate as if it were a sieve with which he was prospecting for nuggets. The noise that finally emerged was something quietly raucous, like the crowing of a very lazy cock. (If you substitute ‘Naw’ for ‘No, sir,’ and cast Fields as Johnson, most of Boswell becomes wildly amusing, as well as curiously characteristic.) Fields’ voice, nasal, tinny, and massively bored, is that of a prisoner who has been uselessly affirming his innocence in the same court for centuries: when, in It’s a Gift, he drives a carload of people straight into a large reproduction of the Venus de Milo, his response as he surveys the fragments is unhesitating. ‘Ran right in front of the car,’ he murmurs, a little wearily.




  The recent revival of It’s a Gift (Norman McLeod for Paramount, 1934) was received gratefully by students of Fields’ middle period. He does little heavy wooing in it, and robs surprisingly few people, but most of his other traits are well represented. The cigar is there; so is the straw hat, which nervously deserts him at moments of crisis and has to be retrieved and jammed back on to the large, round head which squats, Humpty-Dumpty-like, on the oddly boyish shoulders. There is Fields’ old rival, Baby LeRoy, to spill a barrel of molasses, described by the comedian in a famous line as the ‘spreadingest stuff I ever saw in m’life’. (To a friend who enquired the name of his new co-star, Fields replied: ‘Fellow named LeRoy. Says he’s a baby.’) There is Kathleen Howard, the Fieldsian equivalent of Margaret Dumont, sneering with her wonderful baritone clarity at his ‘scheme to revive the celluloid collar.’ And there is the long and savoury sequence in which Fields, driven by Miss Howard’s nocturnal scolding to seek sleep on the verandah, is kept awake by such things as a coconut rolling down a fire-escape, a squeaking clothes-line, an insurance salesman (who asks ‘Are you a Mr. Karl Lafong, capital K small A small R small L capital L small A capital F small O small N small G?’), the whirr of bottles in a milk-crate, a ‘vegetable gentleman’ selling calabashes, and, of course, by Master LeRoy, who drops grapes from above into the comedian’s mouth. ‘Shades of Bacchus!’ mutters Fields, removing the eleventh.




  In the same programme as It’s a Gift was a revival of Monkey Business, which the Fields section of the audience took in glacial silence, because this is script-bound comedy, the comedy of quotability. Groucho owes much to Perelman: Fields owes nothing to anyone, except dubiously Harry Tate. Fields strolls out of the frame into the theatre, while the Brothers remain silhouettes. Fields’ fantasy has its roots in the robust soil of drunken reverie: theirs are in the hothouse of nightmare. They will resort to razors and thumbscrews to get laughs that Fields would have got with a rolled-up newspaper. Their comic style is comparable with his only in that, as Mr. Taylor notes, ‘most people harbour a secret affection for anyone with a low opinion of humanity.’ It is nowhere recorded what Fields thought of the Marx Brothers, but it is permissible to guess. Hearing them described: ‘Possibly a squad of gypsies,’ he might have grunted, pronouncing the ‘g’ hard, as in gruesome.




  Fields is pre-eminently a man’s comedian. Women seldom become addicts of his pictures, and it is no coincidence that his closest friends (John Barrymore, Ben Hecht, Gene Fowler, Dave Chasen, Grantland Rice) were all men. He belongs inseparably to the poolroom and the barroom — though rarely to the smoking-room; and while he looked like a brimming Toby Jug, it was always clear that no mantelpiece would hold him. Few wives drag their husbands to see his films, which may partly explain their persistently low profits. Like Sid Field, he rejected pathos to the last, even when working with child stars: he refused to tap the feminine audience by the means that Chaplin used in The Kid. It is appalling, indeed, to reflect what Fields might have done to Jackie Coogan, a less resilient youth than LeRoy. Perhaps it is a final judgement on him that no self-respecting mother will ever allow her children to read Mr. Taylor’s brilliant book — a chronicle of meanness, fraud, arrogance and alcoholism.




  We know, by the way, Fields’ opinion of Chaplin. Late in life he was lured to a cinema where some of the little man’s early two-reelers were being shown. The laughter inside was deafening, and halfway through Fields uneasily left. His companion found him outside in the car at the end of the show, and asked what he thought of Chaplin’s work. ‘The son of a bitch is a ballet dancer,’ said Fields. ‘He’s pretty funny, don’t you think?’ his friend went on doggedly. ‘He’s the best ballet dancer that ever lived,’ said Fields, ‘and if I get a good chance I’ll kill him with my bare hands.’




  Sight and Sound: February 1951; Curtains, 1961




  

    

  




  
JAMES CAGNEY





  Twenty-one years ago James Cagney, playing in his first film, invented a new kind of screen character. In more than fifty subsequent appearances he has polished and complicated it, but the type has remained substantially unchanged; and it may now be time to investigate its extraordinary influence. Morally and psychologically, it could be maintained that the Cagney code and manners have come to dominate a whole tradition of American melodrama.




  Before Cagney boffed Mae Clark with a grapefruit in Public Enemy, Hollywood had adhered to what was, by general consent, a reasonably stringent set of moral principles. The film is no exception to the other popular narrative arts: in its infancy it clings to a broad and exaggerated ethical system, based on pure blacks and whites. In the theatre this period is represented by the morality play, and was superseded by Marlowe, whose heroes were noble and wicked, fraudulent and pious, cruel and idealistic, at the same time. In the novel the period of over-simplification ended with the Romantics; and in the film it ended with Cagney.




  This is not to say that the American movie before 1930 was never immoral: the very urgency of the need for a Hays Office demonstrates the contrary. But its immorality, however blatant, was always incidental and subordinate: a sheikh might flay his wives with scorpions to enliven the curious, but he would be sure to be trampled on, baked, or impaled in the last reel. He was always transparently evil, and the flayee transparently innocent. In the early Westerns there is no doubt who is the villain; he is the man leaning against the bar in black frock-coat, ribbon bow-tie and pencilled moustache. He is a killer, charmless and unfunny, and suffers dreadfully by comparison with the bronzed hero on the white horse; his part, too, is much shorter than the star’s. In the twenties there was not only a rigid distinction between the good characters and bad; they were also evenly balanced in numbers and fame. Vice and virtue proclaimed themselves irrevocably within the first hundred feet, or the director was failing at his job.




  Cagney changed all this. In Public Enemy he presented, for the first time, a hero who was callous and evil, while being simultaneously equipped with charm, courage and a sense of fun. Even more significantly, he was co-starred not with the grave young district attorney who would finally ensnare him, but with a bright, callow moll for him to slap. The result was that in one stroke Cagney abolished both the convention of the pure hero and that of approximate equipoise between vice and virtue. The full impact of this minor revolution was manifested in the 1942-47 period, when Ladd, Widmark, Duryea and Bogart were able to cash in on Cagney’s strenuous pioneering. It now becomes fascinating to trace the stages of development by which the Cagney villain (lover, brute, humorist and killer) was translated into the Bogart hero (lover, brute, humorist, but non-killer). It is an involved story.




  Probably it begins with the physical attributes of Cagney himself. One finds it hard to take such a small man seriously: how, after all, can a playful redhead of five feet eight inches really be a baron of vice? It is safe to say that if Cagney had been four inches taller, his popularity would be fathoms less than it is. Villains before him had tended to be huge; they loomed and slobbered, bellowed and shambled; you could see them coming. Cagney was and is spruce, dapper and grinning: when he hits a friend over the ear with a revolver-butt, he does it as casually as he will presently press the elevator button on his way out. By retaining his brisk little smile throughout he makes one react warmly, with a grin, not coldly and aghast. Nobody in 1930, the year after Chicago’s St. Valentine’s Day massacre, at which Capone’s lieutenants slaughtered nine men in a disused garage, would have tolerated any romanticisation of the gangster legend. When Muni played Scarface for Howard Hawks two years later, he presented the mob leader as an unhealthy, ungainly lout, a conception clearly in key with contemporary taste. Cagney unconsciously paved the way for the advent of the smooth, romantic gangster of the late thirties; he softened public opinion by sneaking up on it through a forgotten and unguarded loophole. He was never a romantic figure himself — at his height you can’t be — nor was he sentimental —Cheshire cats never are — but he possessed, possibly in greater abundance than any other name star of the time, irresistible charm. It was a cocky, picaresque charm, the charm of pert urchins, the gaminerie of unlicked juvenile delinquents. Cagney, even with sub-machine gun hot in hand and corpses piling at his ankles, can still persuade many people that it was not his fault. By such means he made gang law acceptable to the screen, and became by accident one of the most genuinely corrupting influences Hollywood has ever sent us. Cagney brought organised crime within the mental horizon of errand-boys, who saw him as a cavalier of the gutters — their stocky patron saint.




  But before the actor comes the script. What literary circumstances were conspiring to produce a climate in which the brutal hero could flourish? It would be superficial to neglect Hemingway, who was beginning to project on to the American mind his own ideal of manhood — a noble savage, idly smoking, silhouetted against a background of dead illusions. Surveyed impartially, the Hemingway hero numbers among his principal characteristics that of extreme dumbness: he is the sincere fool who walks phlegmatically off the end of the pier. He is honourable, charmless, tough and laconic; and he is always, in some sense, a pirate or an adventurer. What Cagney did was to extract the moral core from Hemingway’s creation and put smartness in its place. The result was a character charmingly dishonourable, but saved from suavity or smugness by his brute energy and swift, impetuous speech. Perhaps the simplest point of departure is that, whereas the Hemingway man never hits a woman for fun, Cagney made a secure living out of doing just that.




  The success of Cagney’s methods made all sorts of variations possible, chief among them the genre popularised in the novels and films of Raymond Chandler. Here the central character is tough, cynically courageous, and predisposed towards brutality; he is in fact identical with the Cagney version in all save one vital respect — he is on the side of the law. The process is thus completed: the problem of how to retain the glamour of the killer without the moral obloquy of murder has been solved. Let your hero be a private eye, and he can slaughter just as insensitively in the name of self-defence.




  Cagney himself has rarely compromised; at the height of his career he never lined up with the police or made any concessions to public morals beyond the token one of allowing himself to be killed at the end, as an indispensable but tiresome rubric. At his best (Public Enemy, The Mayor of Hell, The G-Men, White Heat) he flouts every standard of social behaviour with a disarming Irish pungency that makes murder look like an athletic exercise of high spirits and not a mean and easy transgression. He sweetened killing; and to have done this immediately after the Capone regime, during the era of the concentration camp and between two lacerating wars, is something of an achievement.




  He was born in New York in 1904 and educated at Stuyvesant High School and Columbia University; his background was East Side, but not the slum and tenement area. He began his stage career, mysteriously, as a female impersonator in 1923, and thereafter for six years danced and understudied in vaudeville. He was mostly penniless. In 1929 William Keighley, then a Broadway director, saw Cagney and Joan Blondell in a romp called Maggie the Magnificent and starred them in Penny Arcade; the play was bought by First National and all three went to Hollywood with it. Retitled Sinners’ Holiday, it was released in 1930. Cagney made eight pictures with Joan Blondell in less than four years, and she proved a perfect punch-bag for his clenched, explosive talent; the best of the series, Steel Highway, started a revealing vogue for stories about men who work in dangerous proximity to death-dealing machines. These films invariably centred on a character who was happy only when close to sudden extinction, who enjoyed tight-roping along telegraph wires or lighting cigarettes around kegs of dynamite. For such parts Cagney was a natural, and Wellman, who directed Steel Highway, quickly exploited the new star’s edgy gameness by putting him into Public Enemy, with Blondell and Mae Clark. When the film appeared in 1931, the age of the screen gangster had officially begun. Howard Hawks followed in 1932 with Scarface, which, though it had the advantage of one of Ben Hecht’s best scripts, lacked Cagney’s spearhead precision to hold it together. For ten years afterwards he led the gangster film to extraordinary box-office eminence, and four times appeared in the annual list of the ten top money-making stars. In 1932 Hawks made The Crowd Roars with Cagney and Blondell; in 1933 came The Mayor of Hell; in 1934 Michael Curtiz’ Jimmy the Gent; in 1935 Keighley’s expert and sombre The G-Men; and finally, feeling that things were becoming too easy for him, Warners teamed Cagney with Bogart in Angels With Dirty Faces (1938) and The Roaring Twenties (1939). At this point he had made thirty-two films in nine years; the association with Blondell had dissolved, and his most frequent sparring partner was Pat O’Brien.




  Cagney was now maturely at his best. Even the most ascetic cinéaste will admit that it is impossible to forget how he looked and talked at the height of his popularity. The spring-heeled walk, poised forward on the toes; the fists clenched, the arms loosely swinging; the keen, roving eyes; the upper lip curling back in defiance and derision; the rich, high-pitched, hectoring voice; the stubby, stabbing index finger; the smug purr with which he accepts female attention — Cagney’s women always had to duck under his guard before he would permit them to make love to him. He was practically unkillable; it would generally take a dozen Thompson guns and a bomb or two to bring him to his knees; and he would always die running at, not away from, his pursuers, in a spluttering, staggering zig-zag, ending with a solid and satisfying thump. He moved more gracefully than any other actor in Hollywood. And he had a beguiling capacity for reassuring while he murdered: he would wrinkle up his face into a chubby mask of sympathy and then let you have it in the stomach. His relaxation, even when springing, was absolute; he released his compact energy quite without effort. When circumstances forced him to shout, his face would register how distasteful he found it.




  Cagney’s first rival in the game of romantic murder appeared in 1936. Humphrey Bogart, five years Cagney’s senior, had made half a dozen mediocre pictures since 1932, and had returned to the stage to play the escaping gangster, Duke Mantee, in The Petrified Forest. In 1936 the play was filmed and Bogart was established. It was a new style; speculative, sardonic, sourly lisping, he stood out in direct contrast to Cagney, who was agile, clean-cut, and totally unreflective. Bogart frequently appeared unshaven; Cagney, never; but the challenge was clear, for both men specialised in whimsical law-breaking and both commanded alarming sex-appeal. Cagney, who had captured several million infant hearts with pictures like Here Comes the Navy, Devil Dogs of the Air, and Howard Hawks’ Ceiling Zero, had access to an audience to which Bogart never appealed; but Bogart split Cagney’s female admirers, and was usually featured with bigger stars and better directors than Warners could offer Cagney. Bullets or Ballots (1936) followed The Petrified Forest; in 1937, after a brief and unsuccessful venture into legality as the DA in Marked Woman, Bogart made San Quentin and Kid Galahad; and he breasted the year with his superbly metallic playing of Baby-Face Morgan in Wyler’s Dead End. He had added to the gangster film something which Cagney always avoided: the dimension of squalor. In Cagney’s looting there had been an atmosphere, almost, of knight-errantry; Bogart, tired, creased and gnarled, effectively debunked it. The two films they made together for Warners made an absorbing conflict of styles — with Cagney throwing his hard, twisting punches and Bogart lazily ducking them. Cagney’s was the more accomplished exhibition of ringcraft, but Bogart’s sewage snarl won him the decision. At times both men found themselves using the same tricks; each had perfected his own version of the fanged killer’s smile, and a good deal of The Roaring Twenties developed into a sort of grinning contest.




  The experience must have proved something to both Cagney and Warners, because he made no more gangster films for ten years. By then the war had begun, the mob was very small beer, and the echo of machine-guns across deserted lots had lost its fascination for movie audiences. Bogart graduated to the side of justice, and the second important change in the history of filmed mayhem had taken place. In 1941 he played Sam Spade for Huston in The Maltese Falcon — still the same wry brute, but more insidiously immoral, since now there was a righteous justification for his savagery. He repeated this performance in Across the Pacific, and when The Big Sleep appeared in 1945 it looked as if the pure gangster film was dead. In 1942, Paramount produced their answer to Bogart in This Gun for Hire — the soft and silky thuggishness of Alan Ladd; and Dick Powell entered what was by now a very competitive market with Farewell My Lovely (1944) and Cornered (1945). Screen melodrama in this period was filled with ageing bandits, battering their way to glory under police protection. Meanwhile Cagney had not been idle, though films like The Strawberry Blonde, Captains of the Clouds, and The Bride Came C.O.D. (in which he daintily plucked cactus needles from Bette Davis’ behind) were not materially helping his reputation. In 1942, Curtiz made Yankee Doodle Dandy, a masterpiece of heartfelt hokum, and Cagney won an Academy Award with his sturdy, chirpy pirouetting; but the shamelessness of his early days seemed to have vanished. The woman-slapping outlaws of the forties were performed by feature players, not by stars, and they were mostly in the hands of Dan Duryea, the impact of whose rancid and lascivious unpleasantness in The Little Foxes had been confirmed by his straw-hatted blackmailer in Lang’s Woman in the Window (1944) and his raucous pimp in Scarlet Street (1945). The courage of nastiness had gone.




  In 1942 Cagney formed his own production unit with his brother William, and in seven years made only four films — Johnny Vagabond, a philosophical failure; Blood on the Sun, a commonplace espionage thriller; 13 Rue Madeleine, a documentary-style spy story; and The Time of Your Life — a shrug of a film, charmingly aimless and inexpensive, in which Cagney, as a talkative drinker, gave his best performance since Yankee Doodle Dandy. The critics were suggesting that Cagney had agreed to accept middle age and abandoned the orgiastic killing of his youth. Then, in 1950, he suddenly returned to Warners and, with Raoul Walsh, made White Heat.




  The style in that amazing film was the man himself: Cagney had never been more characteristic — flamboyant, serio-comic, and tricky as a menagerie. It is not easy to decide why he came back to straight gangster vehicles, though I have the impression that Twentieth Century had much to do with it; they had begun, in 1947, an ambitious campaign to sell Richard Widmark to the public. His weedy, snickering murderer in Kiss of Death gave an unexpected lease of life to the gangster film. Playing within the semi-documentary convention, he could not be permitted to dominate his films as Cagney had in the lawless thirties, but he had the same gimlet appeal and was tapping the same love of clever violence. By 1949, his popularity was such that it must have persuaded Warners to disturb the retirement of their senior hoodlum.




  Walsh and Cagney reverted in White Heat to the frankly artificial framework of Public Enemy: there were a few location sequences, but the main burden fell on the star’s personality. The scenario made a genuflection to contemporary demand by giving its hero a mother-complex, and Cagney staggered even his devotees by acting it up to the hilt with a blind conviction which was often terrifying: he never let up. The film dealt with the breakdown of a killer’s mind and his slow, unwitting, unadmitting approach to the long tunnel of insanity. Cagney never indulged in self-pity for a moment: if the script called for a fit, he would throw one, outrageous and full-blooded; and by a miracle his integrity never gave out. The result was a lesson in neurosis which ranks, in recent memory, only with Richard Basehart’s in Fourteen Hours. One cannot unlearn the sequence in which Cagney, attempting to ward off a mutiny in the mob, succumbs to one of his recurring blackouts and drags himself to the cover of a bedroom, moaning in deep thick sighs like a wounded animal. And, above all, the scene in the prison refectory. Word is passed down the table to Cagney that his mother has been killed: he stops eating, grins spasmodically, murmuring to himself, and then goes berserk, letting out strange, bestial cries and punching, punching at everyone with a compulsive defiance as he scampers the length of the hall. No other actor in Hollywood could have got away with that.




  The older, crisper Cagney was there too; even he has never outdone, for sheer casualness, the murder of the stool-pigeon, whom he has locked up in the luggage-trap of his car. ‘Kinda stuffy in here,’ the prisoner complains. ‘Like some air?’ says Cagney, cocking a wicked eyebrow; and, stopping only to pop a hot dog in his mouth, fires six shots into him through the body of the car. The climax was nerve-wracking: cornered, he takes refuge in an explosives plant and is chased to the top of a huge circular vat of, presumably, TNT. Yelling: ‘On top of the world, Ma, on top of the world!’ he sends his last bullet into it, and is blown sky-high. It was audacious and incredible in retrospect, but such was the intensity of Cagney’s playing that one refused to laugh. It is seldom easy to deride perfect stylists, even if one disapproves of the ends to which the style is being put. There could be no question, in this sequence, that a very remarkable actor had hit his full stride and was carrying his audience with him.




  I do not mean, by all this, to suggest that the crime film deserves over-serious analysis: it has always been openly unreal in structure, depending for its excitement on jazzed dialogue and overstated photography. But its influence on scripting and camera-work has been incalculable, involving many of the most expert and adult intelligences in Hollywood — Hecht, Hawks, Wyler, Toland, Huston, Wellman, Lang, Chandler, and Hellinger among them — and it has provided an incomparable outlet for at least one unique acting talent. If it has had a pernicious social influence, that is probably Cagney’s fault, and there is no space here to balance the old scales between art and morality. For myself, I do not mind walking the Edgware Road in peril as long as there is a Cagney picture at Marble Arch. A great deal of desperate urgency and attack would have been lost to the cinema if the gang film had not arrived, making fantastic technical demands on cameraman and electrician and recording engineer, with Cagney, safe and exulting, at the wheel of a bullet-riddled Cadillac.




  Sight and Sound: May 1951; Curtains, 1961




  

    

  




  
CHARLES LAUGHTON





  A few weeks ago Charles Laughton returned to England: a prodigal son bearing a strong resemblance to the fatted calf. Laughton, a fifty-two-year-old son of Scarborough, has not appeared in this country since 1936, when he played Captain Hook in Peter Pan at the Palladium. Now, in company with Agnes Moorehead, Cedric Hardwicke and Charles Boyer, he is touring the provinces in Shaw’s Don Juan in Hell, playing the Devil — a study in sly villainy which differs from Hook only in being mellower and more disillusioned.




  Laughton has spent the prime of his exile in Hollywood. There exists a photograph of his arrival there: on the footboard of the train behind him are written the words: ‘Watch Your Step’. During what promised to be the most productive decade of his career he stayed, watchfully, on the same step; meeting him today, one is amazed that he still feels any responsibilities at all towards the theatre.




  He was rushed to fame in one sudden startled jump — in 1926 a student, in 1928 playing leads in the West End. He had a gift — rare, in young actors — for seeming to be forty on stage: youth and old age, the juvenile’s usual province, were both beyond him. At the age of twenty-eight, he was using this gift in a play called The Happy Family, when the New York producer Gilbert Miller cabled to London: GET IN TOUCH WITH MIDDLE-AGED AMERICAN ACTOR NOW APPEARING IN PRODUCTION OF HAPPY FAMILY. Ironically, Miller was a prophet: now successfully naturalised, Laughton has become a middle-aged American actor.




  From his early thirties movies have captivated him. He was constantly being spurred to make the stage his home; but of the parts most frequently suggested to him — Doctor Johnson, Cagliostro, Falstaff, Columbus, Pepys, and the Devil — he has played only the last. His film triumphs — Henry VIII, Ruggles of Red Gap, Mutiny on the Bounty and The Barretts of Wimpole Street — were all finished before his fortieth year; and in the last decade his reputation has suffered a slow sag.




  I asked him yesterday why he chose Hollywood. From the depths of his face he said: ‘I’m far less scared of the camera and American audiences than I am of English ones. They terrify me.’ He sat slumped in his hotel room; the collar of his blue shirt protruded unmanageably over his sports-jacket. The chasm between his jowls is bridged by slack, surly lips, on which words sit lovingly. His voice, which has no trace of American accent, flabbily nudges your ear; it has acquired a pedagogic note, the dry authority of a teacher.




  ‘Have you ever had any interests outside acting?’ I said. ‘Acting,’ he murmured, and smiled. His smile is that of a small boy jovially peeping at life in a nudist colony. In repose his face is a blank: it belongs to a mooncalf, perhaps to the moon itself. You might cast him, on its evidence, as Cloten in Cymbeline, or, more appropriately, as that tireless organiser of amateur theatricals, Bottom, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; or even as Caliban in The Tempest, for, with his large watery eyes, he sometimes has the look of an undersea monster aground on a fishmonger’s slab. In one of his first films, The Devil and the Deep, he played a submarine commander; and he still reminds me of an angel-fish, if that is the one that inflates when it scents trouble.




  A waiter brought his breakfast. ‘Thank you,’ he said, with the air of a man quietly closing a distasteful subject. We talked about Hollywood; except for the late Irving Thalberg and the early Alexander Korda, he loathes all film producers (‘They are thugs’) with the intensity of a chubbier Sheridan Whiteside.




  He has abandoned his pipe-dream of working with a permanent repertory company of film actors; recently he has taken to solo dramatic recitals. In a two-and-a-half hour programme he reads excerpts from the Bible, Dickens, Thomas Woolf and James Thurber, and the success of these monologues has inspired the idea that he should read the whole of King Lear with the movie cameras turning. He will probably never appear again on the commercial West End stage; but he has a recurrent hankering to play a season at the Old Vic, as he did in 1933-34, especially since his old producer, Tyrone Guthrie, is back. ‘I’m too old for long runs,’ he said. ‘I only want limited engagements.’




  He has been told that Alec Guinness is the only contemporary classical actor whose approach is thoroughly modern: ‘They tell me he does the one vital thing — he brings old plays in touch with what’s happening right outside the theatre. You’ve got to bring today into Shakespeare. That’s what Olivier never does; he’s the apotheosis of the nineteenth-century romantic actor.’ Richly sour his voice continued. I reflected how much the London theatre had missed its odd affectations and its special seedy kind of pomp. Though it strikes drily on the ear, he salivates prodigiously to produce it. You get the impression that butter is for ever melting in his mouth.




  Laughton today looks the reverse of tired and disenchanted; Captain Hook has returned in the character of Peter Pan. The man of fifty looks like a mere boy of forty, a lordly urchin playing a hard game of marbles with his own talents. He is as ageless as Humpty-Dumpty. The secret of his freshness possibly lies in his boredom with anything that has ever been done before. As actor, he goes to fantastic lengths to avoid the obvious: called upon to express simple love or hatred, he will offer instead lechery or disgust. His style is circuitous, and rarely steps on to the direct highroad to an audience’s heart. In this he is like the man in Chesterton’s poem, who would travel to John O’Groats by way of Beachy Head. Laughton arrives at his characterisations panting, having picked up a hundred assorted oddments on the way; and the result is always a fascinating and unique mosaic.




  Soon he rose to leave, donning a hat whose brim turned up back and front, and moved fastidiously to the door. He walks top-heavily, like a salmon standing on its tail. Laughton invests his simplest exit with an atmosphere of furtive flamboyance; he left the hotel for all the world like an absconding banker. He took leave of me in the manner of a butler begging an afternoon off. As a friend of his once commented: ‘Considering he’s a great man, Charles makes his voice do an awful lot of bowing and scraping.’




  Evening Standard: 2nd July 1951




  

    

  




  
NOËL COWARD





  Benign, yet flustered, as a cardinal might be at some particularly dismaying tribal rite; exuberant, replete to the brim with a burning, bright nostalgie de la boo-hoo; taut, facially, as an appalled monolith; gracious, socially, as a royal bastard; tart, vocally, as a hollowed lemon — so Noël Coward appeared for us at the Café de Paris, in a limited season of cabaret. Its limits were his limits, for he sang none but his own songs, in none but his own key (it was not always the pianist’s) and in none but his own period manner. In large, cosmic terms, of course, his vision and scope are no better than a squint, his references to time and tide and the gay enchantment of an evening would hardly fill out a medieval envoi, and as he puts our epoch through his hoop, we cannot but feel painfully straitened, like the camel in the needle’s eye. He is, if I may test the trope, the monocle of all he surveys. His graces are hard won, his ease careworn; his aplomb is gnarled, made smooth by the sandpapering of a hundred corners. He was born, fifty-one years ago, with simply a voice and a magnetism; born, you might say, to the purr and the pull rather than to the purple; and his soul is, for him, very much an acquired taste.




  We had last seen him a few days after Elsa Lanchester, coaxed like a performing poodle, had opened her sad little stay at the same boîte: shy and nauseating, she had slowly gambolled through a routine of double entendres which, as a friend said, ‘simultaneously brought a blush to my cheek and a yawn to my jaw.’ The question, how he had enjoyed her performance, must needs be put to Coward. With a take-it-or-leave-it stare, at once challenging, flippant and stark, he had hissed: ‘Sauce! Sheer sauce!’ Now it was his turn, and, after careful and minute rehearsal, he thudded briskly down to the dance-floor and, with not a hair out of place, rose toweringly above it.




  A part of Coward’s uniqueness is that, unlike nearly all our contemporary giants, he was not born out of his time. One of the most frequent excuses for Orson Welles is that, after all, he never met Lorenzo de’Medici, and that he was launched into a world of shallows. Coward’s triumph is to have been born into his own era; he belongs to it as ineradicably as the five-piece jazz band and the electric razor, and he has met everybody he needs to meet. This was the era in which matinée idols were just ceasing to take themselves pompously; in which society, bereft of its glamorous Princes Regent, was open to the witty provincial; in which the intelligentsia, having outgrown the scandal of being cynical, were ready to enjoy the sheer fun of it. Where previous wits were stealthy and crept, Coward is bluff and romps: his sense of humour is as ebullient as a paying oil-well. A certain fastidiousness of tone and gesture is Coward’s only legacy from the earlier kind of witty man — the Wilde or the Labouchère; and he has transmuted even that. Coward’s fastidiousness, outrageously enough, is that of a first-rate male impersonator.




  He habitually refers to himself — especially when there is talk of his performance in the film of The Astonished Heart — as ‘that splendid old Chinese character actress.’ It is true that his hunched, obsequious shoulders, prowling gait, and totemesque face suggested Charlie Chan turned major-domo: his playing had some remarkable backstairs overtones. Nowadays, running its intense but oddly undifferentiated gamut from repose to agony, his face has more creases, and brings to mind what Robert Benchley once labelled the ‘look of a dead albatross’; but one would still not start at its apparition at the helm of a dhow navigating the sandbars of the lower Yangtze-Kiang.




  Theatrically speaking, it was Coward who took sophistication out of the refrigerator and put it on the hob. If we are not to malign him, it is important to have this understood, for it has often been imputed to him that he made comedy acting a fatigued and enervated thing; that he taught English actors the trick of boredom. Here he is the victim of his imitators, for his own style contradicts them. His ‘too, too’s emerge with the staccato blind enthusiasm of a machine-gun. So far from being arid, he overflows. His stage expression of boredom is vivacious; he is mask-like and supercilious, but raffishly, eagerly so. He never less than glows; there are no ashes in his work.




  Tight lines of pain and worry stretch across his forehead, and others again appear to suspend, like a chinstrap, his leathery, jutting, jolly jaw. His skin is drawn like a drum, too tough for sweat. Before the cabaret microphone he balances on black-suede-clad feet, leaning forwards, hands upraised in a gesture which one associates with Irene Vanbrugh saying: ‘Ah, Emma, so it is you at last!’ These hands, which appear, long before he starts singing, to be already affectionately calming your too-kind enthusiasm, are a vital part of the delicious act. The head tilts back, the eyes narrow confidingly; they will flash white only when an ‘r’ is to be rolled, as in words like ‘Frrrrantic’ or ‘Digby-Frrrrrobisher.’ Baffled and amused by his own frolicsomeness, he sways as he sings from side to side, occasionally wagging a finger if our attention wanders. I do not know whether or not he has false teeth, but if pressed, I would plump for the affirmative.




  What he sings is all old. Songs like the bravely indulgent ‘London Pride,’ with its dependence on bombs and blackouts, he sings as if they were still significant and apposite. ‘Don’t put your daughter on the stage, Mrs. Worthington’ is put over with a venom redoubled by the years — ‘That sufficed, Mrs. Worthington; Christ, Mrs. Worthington! . . .’ Listening, it struck me that he had done what no other actor or playwright of our time had done: invented, not only a new acting style, but a new life. Not merely a new character, the result of grease and skill, but the instant projection of a new kind of human being, which had never before existed in print or paint. Naturally, it is useless outside his own writings — since his success, he has never (another mark of uniqueness) sung or spoken on a stage anything that he had not written — but it is intensely personal, and rare. At his worst, Coward is idiosyncratically bad.




  Baring his teeth as if unveiling a grotesque memorial, and cooing like a baritone dove, he displays his two weapons — wit and sentimentality. He can move from one to another without a change of costume, or of position. I have heard it objected to Coward that what he peddles is not sophistication at all, but a facile poor relation, lacking the tact and grace and wisdom of the real thing. Such complaints miss the point. He has added a new subdivision to the dictionary meaning of the word; we have pigeon-holed him there because nothing else would cover him; and everything he does, by definition, extends its field of application. He would not, I think, claim to be much more than a troubadour askew, a contemporary minstrel with bloodshot eye and a touch of liver: he has never hoped for anything in the artistic hierarchy more distinguished than mere uniqueness. Inside him, a poet and a philosopher are shrieking to be kept in. On the few occasions when they have escaped (parts of In Which We Serve, parts of This Happy Breed), they have died horribly within minutes.




  His house in Kensington is like a smart tavern in a market-town: hidden in a mews, with doors of glass and wrought-iron, and new-smelling panelling on the walls. A chic but quiet rendezvous, with a good cellar, you might judge, until you enter the studio — a high, airy room which might belong to a landscape painter with a rich Italian mistress. There are paintings everywhere except on the floor, which is board as often as it is carpet; over the door, an excellent oil of the owner by Clemence Dane; deep, snug and unshowy armchairs; and two grand pianos on rostrums in opposite corners. I had, on my first visit, hoped to interview him, but he bustled in and boomed questions at me — what was I doing, and for whom, and for how much, and had I met that bloody man and his bloody awful daughter, and how could I bear them. And my writing sounded genuine, and affectionate, which was so important in a critic; and (for he doses his sentences with pauses as you dose epileptics with drugs): ‘You must understand’ (blank, compelling glare) ‘Daphne began with nothing — but nothing!’ (another glare) ‘and it’s amazing’ (another glare) ‘that she can speak!’ Everything is final, and indisputable, and followed by a gauntlet-hurling, cards-on-the-table, popeyed stare; a sort of facial shrug. Coward’s loyalties are rapidly formed and permanent; most of his failures in recent years are directly attributable to elephantiasis in this virtue. Yet he is warming; a superb thawer.




  We discussed, I remember, star quality, which is his grail. ‘I don’t know what it is, but I know I’ve got it.’ He asked me which moment in his last West End play, Present Laughter, I had thought most star-quality-studded. I decided, though it was neither the funniest nor the most original, on the moment when he (playing Garry Essendine, the egotistical actor) reviled his friends for their ingratitude, and then threw himself headlong on to the floor, pounding it with fists and feet and sobbing. Only he, I implied, could have carried that off. For a minute he looked interestedly aghast, and then burst out. ‘My God, Mr. T.’, he said urgently, ‘but how astounding! All that was improvised. We’d been on tour for a long, long time before coming in to town, and I’d never been happy about that last act. It needed a firework. One evening we were playing in Cardiff to an audience of deaf mutes, and I knew they weren’t caring. So I flung myself into the dike. I marched down to the footlights and screamed: “I gave you my youth! Where is it now? Whistling down the wind! Ou sont les neiges d’antan? Ici! (jabbing at his temples) Ici! . . .” And I went madly on in French and Italian, and finally hurled myself in a stretcher-case at their feet, rather putting out everyone else on stage. When the curtain came down I dived into the wings and asked the stage manager if he’d got any of it, and he said not a bloody word, so I dashed upstairs and typed away like bloody hell! ’




  To most casual students, Coward’s reputation is based on wit, convention-flouting, and an honestly vulgar command of middle-class idiom (which began a vogue of ‘common small-talk’, still among us in the shape of Mayfair Cockneyisms); and you will find others who further revere his melodic sense, with its bat’s-wing lightness of touch. But above all these, he has energy, and as long as that lasts, the reputation is unlikely to dim. Even the youngest of us will know, in fifty years’ time, precisely what is meant by ‘a very Noël Coward sort of person.’
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ALEC GUINNESS





  Until quite recently Alec Guinness was one of the most unrecognised of actors; and he remains, even now, one of the most unrecognisable. Few people stop him in the street to shake his hand. Facially, he is akin to what John Locke imagined the mind of a newborn child to be — an unmarked blank, on which circumstances leave their casual trace. Guinness looks bland and unmemorable, and will never be the average man’s idea of an actor. Mr. Partridge, in Fielding’s Tom Jones, went to see Garrick as Hamlet and liked the King best, because ‘He speaks all his words distinctly — Any Body may see he is an Actor.’ And G. H. Lewes, a century later, was tacitly echoing him when he said, ‘The naturalness required from Hamlet is very different from the naturalness of a Partridge’ — meaning that the simulation of Hamlet, or of any grandly rhetorical personage, had little to do with the simulation of life. The point is that neither Lewes nor Partridge, neither the nineteenth century nor the eighteenth, would have understood Alec Guinness. For better or worse, he is tethered to his own epoch: he embodies, as no one else does, the modern-dress style of acting, which works quietly within itself for its own strictly contemporary purposes. Guinness is a master of anonymity; one thinks of him as an industriously receptive cipher, a judicious and unbroken code — the inventor of an obsequious magic which obtains its results — such is the modern way — by spells. He has banished from his artistic vocabulary what Hazlitt would called called ‘the striking effect.’




  He lives in West London, in St. Peter’s Square, near Hammersmith; a nobly stagnant recess, untouched since the Regency, when it was built to house the survivors of Waterloo. His wife and son are there, and a parrot, Percy, who can recite (with grisly retchings) the greater part of ‘O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!’ Guinness’ climb to this social peace has been tricky. He was born thirty-seven years ago in Maida Vale, a rusty London suburb, and left school early for eighteen months’ unwilling employment in an advertising firm. Here his incompetence was staggering in its scope and variety, and, at sixteen, he was happily translated to the Fay Compton School of Dramatic Art. At the Public Show he performed a bold snippet of Mercutio, sang ‘Waiting at the Gate for Katie,’ and dominated a mime play by Compton Mackenzie about the proprietor of a Punch-and-Judy show who beat his wife to death. The judges, among whom was John Gielgud, awarded him first prize — a leather-bound Shakespeare — and sent him out into the world, where he almost starved. He was nineteen, and owned two shillings and sixpence.




  For a while his quondam fellow-students kept him, barely subsisting, in a grubby Bayswater attic. Each week he set aside a luxury sixpence, to be spent on a gallery seat at the Old Vic. Repeatedly and fruitlessly he bearded Gielgud, his benefactor, but had to wait until his twentieth birthday — April 2, 1934 — for his first speaking part. This was in Queer Cargo at the Piccadilly Theatre, in which he played, with prophetic versatility, a Chinese coolie in Act I, a French pirate in Act II and a British matelot in Act III. In November of the same year Gielgud beckoned him to the New Theatre, where he doubled Osric and the Third Player in Hamlet for seven pounds a week.




  He found Gielgud a great ringmaster and trainer, but a cowing influence: here, in full cry, was the final representative in England of the romantic tradition, with all its anguished disciplines. Gielgud may have made Guinness self-conscious; he stiffened many a young actor with his exactions and rebukes; but with him Guinness stayed, spongelike under Niagara, until the summer of 1936. Then began a long period of shuttling, which lasted until the outbreak of war, between Gielgud, the actor’s actor, and Tyrone Guthrie, the producer’s producer, who was then in command at the Old Vic.




  He soon discovered that Guthrie’s approach was the precise antithesis of Gielgud’s: it offered him elbow-room and freedom, relaxation and abandon, but also, and more perilously, opportunities for inspired carelessness. The next season whisked him back to Gielgud; the next, back to Guthrie; and it was then, in 1938, that he became critically considerable, playing a modern-dress Hamlet which bestowed on his name an aura of civilised controversy which it has never wholly lost. That winter he saw the signposts — Gielgud pointing one way, Guthrie another, and the captious, cud-chewing finesse of Michel Saint-Denis a third. He took stock, and, offending nobody, eluded their shadows to carve out a separate route for himself.




  Where that route was taking him first began to be clear in December, 1939, when he played Herbert Pocket in his own stage adaptation of Great Expectations. In 1940 he toured the country in the peculiarly apt role of the lighthouse-keeper in Thunder Rock; apt, because all his subsequent successes have been in characters cut off, benighted, rejected, or sequestered. Michael Redgrave had created the part in London, another actor who is beloved of solitariness and prefers islands on stage to peninsulas. Both of them have since had to adjust their natural isolation to the spectator’s insatiable demand for intimacy. Guinness’ answer was to hood himself yet more raptly: he became a kind of sympathetic enigma.




  He was called up for the Navy in 1941 and, having gained a commission within a year, spent most of the war ferrying hay and butter to the Yugoslavs. Accidentally, he was the first man ashore in the invasion of Sicily. The time of the landing had, unknown to him, been postponed, and he arrived on the beach an hour early, at the helm of a lonely landing craft. Later, with understandable petulance, he confronted the admiral with the curt but ill-advised assertion that such tardiness would never be tolerated in the West End theatre.




  Since 1945 his career has been public property. He reappeared on the London stage as Mitya in his own version of The Brothers Karamazov — a nail-biting, scorn-darting, recluse performance — and thereafter passed two razor-edged seasons at the Old Vic. From these there is much to be remembered: his Abel Drugger in The Alchemist, hopeful and helplessly ruddy, his stricken fool to Olivier’s King Lear, his Dauphin in Saint Joan, and a Richard II fashioned out of trembling ice. Between whiles he removed his toupée and summed up for us the shame of France in his Garcin, the disgraced cynic of Sartre’s No Exit.




  There followed a series, almost a glut, of films: he played Herbert Pocket in David Lean’s Great Expectations, made a harrowing but not unlikeable sketch of Fagin in Oliver Twist, and then crowned all with his great trio of Ealing comedies: Kind Hearts and Coronets, The Lavender Hill Mob (a role which, relishing such words, he describes as ‘fubsy’) and The Man in the White Suit (to be released in the United States this month). He would cheerfully, I know, have exchanged all three for success in his Festival production of Hamlet, but this is a wound over which new tissue is steadily forming, and some day he will attempt the part again. For the moment he must be content with one critic’s description of him as ‘the waxen, poker-faced Chaplin of British movies,’ and reflect that nobody has ever demonstrated so fully how bizarre and unpredictable little men can be.




  His last film, as yet unreleased, is The Card, adapted from Arnold Bennett’s novel. He chose it partly in an effort to conquer the hitherto unresponsive provincial audience; partly because the central character is an extrovert opportunist — a new departure for him; and partly because in it, for the first time since he appeared in Cousin Muriel with Peggy Ashcroft twelve years ago, he gets the girl. Guinness’ absorbed, ingrowing style does not merge readily into love-making, and this, the touchstone of a popular favourite, he has always been careful to skirt.




  He wants more than anything, to play opposite Edwige Feuillère or Tallulah Bankhead; at present, for want of a congenial human subject, he is making do with the leading role of an ant in Sam Spewack’s insect comedy, Under the Sycamore Tree, which will be seen in London later this spring. To Guinness the choice of play has always been an exasperating obstacle: like all versatile actors, he constantly finds that nothing seems to have been written especially for him. Perhaps, in tragedy, he might hit his full stride as one of Chapman’s stony Jacobean heroes, who say to their priest at shriving-time, ‘Leave my soul to me, whom it concerns . . .’; or, in comedy, he might turn to the self-intoxicated Boswell of the Journal. His private ambition, curiously, is to play national leaders: Nelson, for one, and Gordon, Wolfe, and Captain Cook — above all the last-named, whom he regards as the greatest Englishman, Shakespeare apart, that ever lived. It may be that he is temperamentally incapable of conveying the rough core of such prosperous pioneers as these; for Guinness’ strength is his softness, his pliability, the tactful grace with which he pours himself into awkward moulds.




  Offstage he is a slight man, balding and rakishly modest, with an impulsive snicker, deprecating shoulders and a twitch of a smile like a crescent moon; the eyes are guileless, but they are also sly, and his manner communicates intimacy as if from a great distance. He might be mistaken for a slightly tipsy monk, and is certainly very far from the austere intellectual which some of his admirers envisage. He can be the most impetuous of actors, and the least premeditated: at one performance of Hamlet, stung by the unwonted peremptoriness with which a colleague delivered the line, ‘My Lord, you must tell us where the body is and come with us to seek the King,’ he strode the width of the stage and slapped the offender across the right ear, nearly knocking him into the pit. It was a purely automatic reaction: ‘I felt I had to,’ he murmured afterward, his eyes moist with apology.




  He can — and this is rare — act mind, and may be the only actor alive who could play a genius convincingly: Donne, for instance, Milton, Pope, or even Shakespeare (the idea has often occurred to him) would be comfortably within his grasp. But he is not, and never will be a star, in the sense that Coward and Olivier are stars. Olivier, one might say, ransacks the vaults of a part with blowlamp, crowbar and gun-powder; Guiness is the nocturnal burglar, the humble Houdini who knows the combination. He does everything by stealth. Whatever he may do in the future, he will leave no theatrical descendants, as Gielgud will. He has, illumined many a hitherto blind alley of subtlety, but blazed no trails. Irving, we read, was rapt, too: but it was a weird, thunderous raptness that shook its fist at the gods. Guinness waves away awe with a witty fingertip and deflects the impending holocaust with a shrug. His stage presence is quite without amplitude, and his face, bereft of its virtuosity of make-up, is a signless zero. His special gift is to imply the presence of little fixed ideas, gambolling about behind the deferential mask of normality. The characters he plays are injected hypodermically, not tattooed all over him; the latter is the star’s way and Guinness shrinks from it. Like Buckingham in Richard III he is ‘deep-revolving, witty’; the clay image on whom the witches work. An innocence, as of the womb, makes his face placid even when he plays murderers.




  Whether he likes it or not (and I suspect he does), his true métier will continue to be eccentrics — men reserved, blinkered, shut off from their fellows, and obsessed. Within such minority men there is a hidden glee, an inward fanatical glow; and in their souls Guinness is at ease. Thankfully, in life as in the theatre, they are many. We are still grateful for nonconformity, and warm to the oddments, the outcasts and the loons. To watch Guinness playing them, and doing them as proud as only he can, is to recall Lamb’s tribute to a well-loved old actor: ‘He is not one, but legion. Not so much a comedian, as a company.’ But there cannot be, just yet, or for many seasons more, a last word on Guinness. There will always be those who smile, finding him quaint, and these will be his enemies; while on the other side, a much quieter throng, there will be those who stare, finding him unique.




  Harper’s Bazaar, US: April 1952




  

    

  




  
KATHARINE HEPBURN





  The spectacle of a forthright, unleashed and obviously very happy human being has always annoyed as many people as it has delighted, and that is why it is possible to dislike Katharine Hepburn without ever having met her. Bright, barefaced, scandalously bold, she begets excitement wherever she travels. Her very nerve-ends tingle with glee: she is an affirmation of life, and especially of the part of it which is called fun. Hepburn is a gay by-product of female emancipation, wearing the pants and using the vote, and her aggressiveness is that of the sun at high noon.




  Twenty years ago, almost to the day, an article appeared in an English daily, headed: ‘Stop This Nonsense, Miss Hepburn!’ The writer was riled because Miss Hepburn had decided that she could get along, prosperously enough, without going out of her way to meet the press; and he accused her of being a neurotic egoist. It is a shame he never knew her. Her smile, which is about as egotistically neurotic as a wild orchid, has a way of testing your heart; it makes small, dry people shrivel. Her vitality is deafening. If anything, she has a Huckleberry Finn complex, a sheer love of truancy, which never fails to worry those whose view of life is impaired by the grindstones in front of their noses.




  She was born, forty-three years ago, in Hartford, Connecticut; the home state, significantly enough, of the young girl in the limerick, who had such a Deplorable Absence of Etiquette. Her father was a surgeon, and her mother a strident and unpredictable champion of woman’s rights. Dr. Hepburn had six children, an unwieldy nestful whose juvenile activities were almost Chekhovian in their variety and futility. ‘In the house in which we were brought up, it was terrible,’ claims Miss Hepburn, ‘tears and rows the whole time; but nobody seemed to want to get away. It was home and it was so darned nice.’




  She was educated at Bryn Mawr College, where brows run high, and for four years studied psychology, learning in the process enough about herself to marry, in 1928, a Wall Street financial adviser named Ludlow Ogden Smith. In the same year, for no very good reason, the stage claimed her. She took to it, at first, like a duck to walking; a little college experience as an amateur, an inborn love of the up-and-down life, and, above all, a growing impatience with everybody else’s opinion of her talents were all that she had to set her ambition flaming. It backfired almost immediately: just after her marriage she made her Broadway debut in a drama about girls who work in dance-halls, which was a flop. The actor George Coulouris remembers her, with distant acrimony, at this period, lunching in slacks with her feet on the table, and reading French symbolist poetry between forkfuls. As no doubt she knew, he was feeling a strange impulse to slap her. It was around this time, too, that she became a serious advocate of trousers for women, a whim which she did much to popularise and which she has never foregone.




  She had to wait four years for stage success: it came in 1932, and the play this time was one about Amazons. George Cukor, the film director, at once sought to trap her for Hollywood, and was shocked by the effrontery with which, her Scots ancestry emerging, she demanded a salary of $1,500 a week, to begin with. ‘The way she talks,’ sighed a friend, ‘they’ll have to strap her down to comb her hair.’ However, she got the money, and the film was A Bill of Divorcement. It made her, as no other actress has been made in film history. Phrases about her ‘rocking-horse nostrils,’ references to ‘the hard dialling tone’ of her voice began to pepper the columns: a new myth was now in the making. In 1933 she played a lady flyer in Christopher Strong, and followed it with Morning Glory, which won her the Hollywood Gold Medal for the best actress of the year. By now she was being hailed as Garbo’s only rival, and already the critics were likening her, in their search for similes, to swans and rare flamingoes. That she was unique, and proficient at putting across her uniqueness, there was no doubt at all.




  Lately we have known her chiefly as a shrewd and stirring comedienne, but at the beginning her film career was a mixture of starkness and whimsy. Guided by the tactful Cukor, her first ring-master, she made Little Women; cropped her hair and dressed as a boy for Sylvia Scarlett; and went on to The Little Minister, Mary of Scotland and Quality Street — all of them striking, sentimental, and a little immature.




  Greeted by her indignantly raised eyebrows, the press now began to invade her private life. Almost every week in 1935, some newspaper or other was running the headline: ‘Is Hepburn married to Leland Hayward?’ She had just obtained a divorce from her husband, whose work in New York kept him a continent away from her, and Hayward, who has since become the producer of such successes as South Pacific, Mister Roberts and Call Me Madam, was then her agent. He was also an amateur aviator, and the reporters went to work when he and Hepburn flew into St. Louis, sharing a two-seater plane. ‘Aren’t you Miss Hepburn’s agent?’ said a local journalist. ‘No,’ said Hayward outrageously and untruthfully, ‘I’m only her husband.’ Their next stop was a forced landing at Pittsburgh, where a mob of pressmen flooded across the tarmac. ‘Are you Miss Hepburn’s husband?’ shouted seven of them. ‘No,’ said Hayward, repentant but still debonair, ‘I’m only her agent.’ By now it was too late, and the news of an elopement hit every front page. Hayward, to stifle the story, was afterwards forced to adopt more direct methods. ‘Do you think,’ he replied quizzically when asked whether or not Hepburn was his bride, ‘that I am some kind of sap?’
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