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STELLA SAT IN A
SMALL, dark room and watched her own figure
acting on the screen. Stella watched her “double” moving in the
light, and she did not recognize her. She almost hated her. Her
first reaction was one of revolt, of rejection. This image was not
she. She repudiated it. It was a work of artifice, of lighting, of
stage setting.

The shock she felt could not be explained by
the obvious difference between her daily self to which she
purposely brought no enhancement and the screen image which was
illuminated. It was not only that the eyes were enlarged and
deepened, that the long eyelashes played like some Oriental
latticework around them and intensified the interior light. The
shock came from some violent contrast between Stella’s image of
herself and the projected self she could not recognize at all. To
begin with, she had always seen herself in her own interior mirror,
as a child woman, too small. And then this little bag of poison she
carried within, the poison of melancholy and dissatisfaction she
always felt must be apparent in her coloring, must produce a grey
tone, or brown (the colors she wore in preference to others, the
sackcloth robes of punishment). And the paralyzing fears, fear of
love, fear of people coming too near (nearness brings wounds),
invading her—her tensions and stage frights in the face of love...
The first kiss for example, that first kiss which was to transport
her, dissolve her, which was to swing her upward into the only
paradise on earth...that first kiss of which she had been so
frightened that at the moment of the miracle, out of panic, nerves,
from her delicately shaped stomach came dark rumbling like some
long-sleeping volcano becoming active.

Whereas the image on the screen was
completely washed of the coloring and tones of sadness. It was
imponderably light, and moved always with such a flowering of
gestures that it was like the bloom and flowering of nature. This
figure moved with ease, with illimitableness towards others, in a
dissolution of feeling. The eyes opened and all the marvels of
love, all its tonalities and nuances and multiplicities poured out
as for a feast. The body danced a dance of receptivity and
response. The hair undulated and swung as if it had breathing pores
of its own, its own currents of life and electricity, and the hands
preceded the gesture of the body like some slender orchestra
leader’s baton unleashing a symphony.

This was not the grey-faced child who had run
away from home to become an actress, who had known hunger and
limitations and obstacles, who had not yet given herself as she was
giving herself on the screen...

And the second shock was the response of the
people.

They loved her.

Sitting next to her, they did not see her,
intent on loving the woman on the screen.

Because she was giving to many what most gave
to the loved one. A voice altered by love, desire, the lips forming
a smile of open tenderness. They were permitted to witness the
exposure of being in a moment of high feeling, of tenderness,
indulgence, dreaming, abandon, sleepiness, mischievousness, which
was only uncovered in moments of love and intimacy.

They received these
treasures of a caressing glance, a unique tonality and voice, an
intimate gesture by which we are enchanted and drawn to the one we
love. This openness they were sharing was the miraculous openness
and revelation which took place only in love, and it caused a
current of love to flow between the
audience and the woman on the screen, a current of gratitude...
Then this response moved like a searchlight and found her, smaller,
less luminous, less open, poorer, and like some diminished image of
the other, but it flowed around her, identified her. The audience
came near her, touched her, asked for her signature. And she hung
her head, drooped, could not accept the worship. The woman on the
screen was a stranger to her. She did not see any analogy, she saw
only the violent contrast which only reinforced her conviction that
the screen image was illusory, artificial, artful. She was a
deceiver, a pretender. The woman on the screen went continually
forward, carried by her story, led by the plot loaned to her. But
Stella, Stella herself was blocked over and over again by inner
obstacles.

What Stella had seen on the
screen, the figure of which she had been so instantaneously
jealous, was the free Stella. What did not appear on the screen was
the shadow of Stella, her demons, doubt and fear. And Stella was
jealous. She was not only jealous of a more beautiful woman, but of
a free woman. She marveled at her own movements, their flow
and ease. She marveled at the passionate giving
that came like a flood from her eyes, melting everyone, an act of
osmosis. And it was to this woman men wrote letters and this woman
they fell in love with, courted.

They courted the face on the screen, the face
of translucence, the face of wax on which men found it possible to
imprint the image of their fantasy.

No metallic eyes or eyes of crystal as in
other women, but liquid, throwing a mist dew and vapor. No definite
smile but a hovering, evanescent, uncapturable smile which set off
all pursuits. An air of the unformed, waiting to be formed, an air
of eluding, waiting to be crystallized, an air of evasion, waiting
to be catalyzed. Indefinite contours, a wavering voice capable of
all tonalities, tapering to a whisper, an air of flight waiting to
be captured, an air of turning corners perpetually and vanishing,
some quality of matter that calls for an imprint, a carving, this
essence of the feminine on which men could impose any desire, which
awaited fecundation, which invited, lured, appealed, drew,
ensorcelled by its seeming incompleteness, its hazy mysteries, its
rounded edges.

The screen Stella with her transparent wax
face, changing and changeable, promising to meet any desire, to
mould itself, to respond, to invent if necessary...so that the
dream of man like some sharp instrument knew the moment had come to
imprint his most secret image... The image of Stella mobile,
receiving the wish, the desire, the image imposed upon it.

 


She bought a very large, very spacious Movie
Star bed of white satin.

It was not the bed of her childhood, which
was particularly small because her father had said she was a pixie
and she would never grow taller.

It was not the student bed on which she had
slept during the years of poverty before she became a well-known
actress.

It was the bed she had dreamed and placed in
a setting of grandeur, it was the bed that her screen self had
often been placed in, very wide and very sumptuous and not like her
at all. And together with the bed she had dreamed a room of
mirrors, and very large perfume bottles and a closet full of hats
and rows of shoes, and the white rug and setting of a famous screen
actress, altogether as it had been dreamed by so many women. And
finally she had them all, and she lived among them without feeling
that they belonged to her, that she had the stature and the
assurance they demanded. The large bed...she slept in it as if she
were sleeping in a screen story. Uneasily. And not until she found
a way of slipping her small body away from the splendor, satin,
space, did she sleep well: by covering her head.

And when she covered her head she was back in
the small bed of her childhood, back in the small space of the
little girl who was afraid.

The hats, properly perched on stands as in
all women’s dreams of an actress wardrobe, were never taken down.
They required such audacity. They demanded that a role be played to
its maximum perfection. So each time she had reached into the
joyous hat exhibit, looked at the treasured hats, she took again
the little skull cap, the unobtrusive page and choir-boy cap.
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