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OLIVIER





CHAPTER ONE

Beginnings



The London theatre in the late spring of 1907 was not at its most refulgent. The dramatic big guns were conspicuously silent: there was no play by Shaw, no Ibsen, no Chekhov; not even a Pinero or a Maugham. The nearest approach to a modern play of serious import was Galsworthy’s respectable but uninspiring “The Silver Box”. Even “The Mikado” had been banned by the Lord Chamberlain, who feared it might offend the visiting Japanese Crown Prince. Among the leading actors and actresses: Irving had died two years before, Ellen Terry was in New York, Viola Tree in Germany, Gerald du Maurier was to be seen, but in a play which The Times dismissed as “noisy, rackety, rubbishy tomfoolery”. Marie Tempest was the only superstar doing work which enhanced her reputation.


But it was not just the paucity of great plays and players which menaced the London scene. There was a remoter but, viewed in the longer term, more ominous threat to the future of the theatre. By 1907 Chaplin had already made his first short silent film; D. W. Griffith had started work in Hollywood. Several London theatres were interspersing plays with films; even the Old Vic showed every Saturday night “moving landscapes and seascapes” to enraptured audiences. The first theatre entirely devoted to films, the Balham Empire, opened in the summer of 1907. Many more were planned: by 1914 there would be more than one hundred cinemas in Manchester alone. Could the traditional theatre resist this competition? Some thought not. Within twenty-five, at the most thirty years, prophesied one pessimist, there would be no live acting on the stage in London.


Ralph Richardson had been born in 1902; John Gielgud in 1904; Laurence Kerr Olivier was born on 22 May, 1907.


*


There was nothing in his ancestry to suggest he would take to the stage. The Oliviers were French Huguenots who had settled in Britain early in the eighteenth century. They fitted comfortably into the minor gentry or professional classes; soldiers and clergymen predominating. Laurence Olivier’s uncles were a talented lot, among them a colonial governor, who became a lord, and a successful society portrait painter. Laurence saw little of them, however; his father, Gerard – “Fahv”, as he was usually known in the family – was far the youngest of the siblings and also the least successful. He was sent down from Oxford, got a dismally bad degree at Durham, became a preparatory schoolmaster, opened his own school, failed to make a success of it, then switched course, was ordained and in 1904 became curate at St Martin’s, Dorking. Some years before, he had married the sister-in-law of his headmaster, Agnes Crookenden, who had hoped for a life of modest comfort as a schoolmaster’s wife and instead found herself living in penury on the exiguous stipend earned by a run-of-the-mill Anglican priest.


She accepted her fate bravely. Where her husband was strident, bad-tempered and somewhat stupid, Agnes was quiet, resolute and long-suffering. She bore without complaint the burdens that life and the Revd Mr Olivier imposed on her and settled down to give her family as comfortable and secure a life as possible. Her eldest daughter, Sybille, was born in 1901 and a son, christened Gerard after his father but for most of his life known as Dickie, followed in 1904. Laurence was therefore much younger than his siblings, unplanned and, by his father at least, unwanted. Gerard, in the opinion of his younger son at any rate, considered Laurence a bothersome addition to a family that was satisfactorily complete without him. Sybille, whose recollections of their childhood are generally somewhat rosier than those of her younger brother, confirmed that Gerard seemed resentful of Laurence’s existence. There was something about the child’s seeming stolidity and baby plumpness that drove him almost to frenzy, she remembered. If Laurence was eating too slowly or too much his father would erupt: “Baby or not, he bores me and I’ve had enough!” He would turn on the terrified child and shout: “You! Have you finished at last? Get out!”1


It is only fair to the Revd Mr Olivier to say that Laurence, or Paddy, as he came to be called because of his explosive temper, does not seem to have been a prepossessing child. He realised that his mother would be on his side in any confrontation with his father and, according to one family friend, “learned deliberately to provoke his father’s wrath in order to produce more love and attention from his mother”. Perhaps in response to his father’s hostility he felt an urgent need to ingratiate himself with all around him. Everyone likes to be liked, but Olivier’s craving for popularity was both exaggerated and enduring. “He’s coy, he’s vain, he has tantrums, he needs to be wooed,” said his friend and admirer Elia Kazan many years later. Still more, he needed to woo. “I had by nature a very unfortunate gift of flirtatiousness,” he told Mark Amory, whose many hours of taped interviews with Olivier provide an important element of this book. He cited this as proof that he was a born actor: so he was, but it is equally possible to see it as a defence mechanism, strengthened if not created by the realisation that he was being rejected by the one man from whom he had the right to expect support.2


He had other traits which gave his father reason to disapprove of if not dislike him, as he admitted in his autobiography. As a child, he was a compulsive liar. To conceal the truth was almost an automatic reflex. Once he touched the scorchingly hot handle of the bread-making machine, causing the dough to sink and burning himself severely. He must have known that, if he had explained what had happened, he would have received sympathy for the pain he was suffering rather than a scolding; nevertheless he clung to his story that he had never touched the machine and tried to conceal his burn. He never hesitated to lie if he thought it would bring him some advantage and showed considerable skill in practising his mendacity. He found it easy to convince his nursery schoolmistress that his presence was needed at home and that therefore he must leave early.3


The habit of lying he shed quickly, though throughout his life he allowed himself to embroider the truth with picturesque but invented detail. The temper which had earned him his nickname, however, stayed with him all his life. His roar, “reminiscent of a Bull of Bashan”, which his sister remembered from his infancy, was to reverberate for seventy years or more. His explosions were all the more terrifying for being unpredictable. Once, dining with the actor Laurence Harvey, he had been notably dulcet throughout the evening. Then Harvey ridiculed in turn Ralph Richardson, John Gielgud and Paul Scofield. Olivier erupted, “How dare you! Call yourself an actor? You’re not even a bad actor. You can’t act at all, you fucking, stupid, hopeless, snivelling little cunt-faced arsehole!” He then stormed out: it was as true to his character that next day he repented and sent Harvey a bouquet of twenty-four red roses.4


There were other, more estimable traits that were evident in his infancy. If he started on some enterprise he would not stop, he would plug away at a childish puzzle until he had resolved it – even though it was in theory intended for someone of twice his age. Nothing would deter him. It was said that Edmund Kean, opening in the first night of “The Merchant of Venice” in the early nineteenth century, found himself the wrong side of the Thames without the money for the toll and swam the river so as to get to the theatre in time. “Even if he didn’t do it I’m sure, if it had been necessary, he would have done,” wrote Olivier approvingly. “As, indeed, I would. Determination.” “He was the most disciplined man I’ve ever met,” said the director Franco Zeffirelli. “His discipline is the first secret of his success … Steel discipline, and merciless with himself and others – no excuses, no weakness.” Translate this to life in the nursery, allow for a few childish tantrums, and the picture emerges of an alarmingly resolute child, one who might take some time to decide upon his course of action but who, once committed, could only with the greatest difficulty be diverted. Looked at another way, of course, tenacity became obstinacy. He could be infuriating, his sister remembered: “he had a habit of saying ‘No’ slowly and loudly and, however much one might coax or threaten, he remained unshakeable.” The Olivier “No”, final and unchallengeable, would break the nerve of many an actor or director before his career was done.5


*


His mother, who seems to have been in charge of his early education, was determined that he should go to the choir school of All Saints, Margaret Street. All Saints was an Anglican church so high as to seem to its more austere neighbours dangerously tainted with the odour of Rome. It had one of the best, if not the best choir in London and this, coupled with the excellent reputation of the schooling, meant that there was stiff competition for places. Olivier’s brother was already there, and for two years Mrs Olivier battled to secure a place for her younger son. In the meantime the boy was subjected to a series of indifferent preparatory schools – an experience which he much disliked. The first was a boarding school in Blackheath, predominantly for girls, to which Olivier was despatched at the age of six. He was so miserable that a kindly aunt who lived nearby had to be persuaded by the school to take him in “in case my perpetual crying should do me an injury”. The tears were certainly genuine: no doubt, too, they were enhanced by that instinct towards the histrionic which so often led Olivier to turn into a performance something which otherwise might have been un-excitingly run of the mill.6


Finally, in 1916, at the age of nine, he was admitted to the All Saints choir school. It was soon evident that he was not going to shine as a scholar: “Handwriting poor. Spelling careless. Composition slovenly. Arithmetic disgraceful,” was the harsh judgment at the end of one of his earlier terms. Things improved, but not to any great extent; the fact was that the work did not interest him and he was therefore not disposed to take much trouble over it. The same was not true of games, where he longed to excel but lacked the talent. He was “totally inept”, wrote his brother with some brutality: “Even at the tender age of twelve I had protective qualms about him coming to the school. Not only qualms on his behalf, but on my own, since I didn’t fancy being embarrassed by a younger brother who didn’t fit in.”7


Where he did fit in was in the choir. Not everyone agreed. “Larry hath an ugly voice,” lisped the organist. “Enormouth, yeth, my goodness yeth. But Dickie ith the really muthical one.” Others were less censorious. “He has a fine voice and much ability,” was the more usual verdict, and though he rarely featured as a soloist he was one of the elite who were regularly considered for the role. He had become used to ceremony in his father’s church and relished the smells, bells and rich flummery at All Saints. At home, he and his brother had used to drape eiderdowns around themselves and indulge in orgies of bowing and intoning; he would have liked to do the same things at All Saints but made do with watching others perform the rituals. The music, too, he found fulfilling. The musical education was as ambitious and as rigorous as any in the country and Olivier acquired a knowledge of religious music which enriched his life. The aura of sanctity hung over All Saints. If Olivier, at this point of his life, had been asked what he proposed to do when his education was behind him he would almost certainly have replied that he intended to become a priest. He would have taken it for granted that his father held the same view. If anything this would have been a disincentive, but Olivier was not so perverse that he would have gone against his own strong inclinations just for the satisfaction of frustrating his father.8


But the choir school made a still more significant contribution to Olivier’s future. The vicar of All Saints, Father Henry Mackay, was an energetic theatregoer and he had recruited as a master Father Geoffrey Heald. Heald was an amateur actor of distinction, both he and Mackay had friends in the theatre world, and the result was that All Saints enjoyed a reputation for its acting far beyond that of most comparable schools. Heald identified Olivier as being a boy with both potential as an actor and an eagerness to perform, and Olivier responded to his encouragement with rapturous enthusiasm. “I had complete faith in this man,” Olivier said many years later. “I was devoted to him, and I think he was very fond of me.” Too fond, in the opinion of one of Olivier’s biographers, Michael Munn, who suggested that Heald had physically molested his young pupil and left a permanent psychological scar. There is no evidence to support this and Olivier’s words suggest the contrary. Far from pursuing small boys it seems that Heald’s tastes were robustly heterosexual. He made something of a fool of himself a few years later when he fell in love with the actress Edna Best, star of the successful “The Constant Nymph”, and pursued her with conspicuous but unrequited zest.9


Heald gave Olivier his first chance to shine on the stage when he produced “Julius Caesar” at the end of 1917. Olivier, who was only in his second year, was originally assigned the humble part of First Citizen but, in a general shuffle, was recast in the more important role of Brutus. Few twelve-year-old boys can have been more acclaimed on their debut. As usual, the school had drawn a distinguished audience. The Duke of Newcastle, a prominent benefactor of All Saints, presented Olivier with a copy of “Julius Caesar” taken from his own library and inscribed “As a souvenir of the splendid performance”. Johnston Forbes-Robertson, renowned actor-manager and the foremost Hamlet of his generation, wrote to Heald praising Olivier’s “pathetic air of fatalism which was poignantly suggestive – remarkable in one so young”. Most striking of all, Ellen Terry – in most people’s view the leading actress of the age – noted in her diary that the boy who had played Brutus was “already a great actor”. A year later she was still remembering his “wonderful” performance.10


More successful still was Olivier’s last appearance at All Saints, as Katherina in “The Taming of the Shrew”. The role of the heroine in this detestable play is one of the most difficult in the Shakespearean repertoire. Olivier handled it with astonishing aplomb. Ellen Terry was there again and wrote that she had “never seen the part played as well by any woman”, while the enormously influential Russian director Theodore Komisarjevsky – surely a most improbable spectator at a schoolboy performance in London? – praised “the sincerity, the seriousness and the simplicity of the acting” and in particular acclaimed the “especially impressive Katherina”. He was “wonderful – a bad-tempered little bitch,” remembered Sybil Thorndike, who was then in the early stages of her resplendent theatrical career, “and he looked just like his mother in the part – gypsy-like”. Sybille too remarked how closely he modelled Katherina on their mother – not in personality, because there had been nothing shrewish about Agnes Olivier, but in her manner of speech and her movements. Their father came to one of the performances, “and he had to get up and leave, so shaken was he to see Larry re-creating Mother down to the last detail”.11


It was re-creation because, after a brief illness, Agnes Olivier had died in 1920. For any twelve-year-old boy the death of a mother must be a fearful blow; for Olivier, frightened and remote from his father and, as a result, cherished with particular determination by the warm-hearted and affectionate Agnes, it seemed that his world had been obliterated. He was given the news by Father Heald, wept briefly, then remained dry-eyed. Throughout his life he was given to extravagant displays of grief or joy; this was one of the few occasions in which he did not externalise his emotions. “I’ve been looking for her ever since,” he remembered many years later. “I can’t think I’ve ever loved anybody quite as much … My mother was my life really, she was my entire world.” Olivier believed that, dreadful though it was, the experience fortified him for the future; others might feel that it extinguished in him the capacity for unequivocal love, the lack of which impoverished his emotional existence. The biographer is well advised to avoid glib psychological pronouncements, but it is difficult not to feel that the loss of his mother when he was at his most vulnerable did do him lasting damage. His personal loss may, of course, have been the world’s gain. The deprivation which he endured may in itself have been an important factor in shaping the personality of that most complete of actors.12


He was sustained by the support of his brother and sister. Fifty years later he was to reproach his own children for their perpetual bickering. “It’s so hard for me to understand you three,” he said. “My family was the happiest family ever in the world. We all absolutely adored and worshipped each other.” Things can hardly have been as rapturous as that, but Sybille and Dickie stood by their younger brother and restored to him some of the sense of intimacy and belonging of which his mother’s death had deprived him. Sybille in particular assumed many of the responsibilities of a mother. Agnes Olivier’s last words had been “Be kind to Larry”. Her husband paid them scant attention; Sybille took them to heart and did her best to obey them.13


*


By now Olivier’s time at All Saints was almost finished. “His work has improved and he is taking more pains,” the report for the Lent term 1921 noted approvingly. He had been made a monitor, “which will, I hope, help to develop a stronger sense of responsibility”. Evidently it did. “A most satisfactory term,” recorded his final report. “He has proved quite efficient as a monitor and has developed considerably. He is a very nice boy and we shall miss him greatly.” The boys were not all as enthusiastic. “He was not altogether a nice boy …” one contemporary remembered, “a bit of a bully.” “No-one could trust him to be constant,” another complained. “He would be your great pal one day, and then turn round and try to humiliate you the next.” Physically, he had a long way to go. “He was thin and bony with knobbly matchsticks for legs,” remembered one boy of his generation. His hair grew low out of his forehead which, combined with his thick eyebrows, “gave him a decidedly mole-like appearance”. Such photographs of him as survive are less unflattering: he seems an obviously good-looking child. But he was naturally ungainly: when he played games he was “as awkward as a cow trying to balance on a wire”, the future actor Laurence Naismith remembered. Olivier himself was dissatisfied by his appearance and uneasy about his standing with the other boys. He was inclined to slink furtively around the edge of groups, reluctant to draw attention to himself yet wishing to be close to the heart of things.14


On the whole, though, he had enjoyed his time at All Saints. His elder brother had moved on to Rugby and it had been his mother’s hope that Larry would follow him. Perhaps, if she had lived, he would have done so – her small private income made a substantial contribution to the family’s financial situation – but left to himself the Revd Gerard concluded that he could not afford it. Instead he settled for St Edward’s, Oxford, a school which admitted clergymen’s sons at a preferential rate of £60 a year and, as a result, boasted a disproportionate number of clerical offspring among its 230 pupils. The high moral tone which one might have hoped this would produce was sadly lacking: all minor public schools have their ups and downs and St Edward’s in 1921 was badly down. Kenneth Grahame, author of The Wind in the Willows, was one of the few old boys of distinction. No dispassionate observer surveying the school at that period would have been likely to predict that many of the current vintage would join him in the halls of fame. In fact, as well as Olivier, the school boasted the future fighter-pilot hero Douglas Bader. Bader, who was two years younger, was imprudent enough to push Olivier under the water in the school swimming pool. Olivier complained to the President of his form room that Bader had been “intolerably saucy”. Bader was beaten and Olivier was allowed to administer two of the strokes. “I simply loathed myself,” he remembered. “I didn’t hurt him at all, of course; he just got up, grinned and left.” Bader bore no grudge but soon afterwards got his own back by bowling Olivier for a duck in a match where four runs were needed for victory and the last man was in. It was an incident typical of an undistinguished athletic career. Olivier longed to be good at cricket, but never rose above the Fifth XI. In his last year he took to rowing, but had left it too late to make any real mark. “I wish to God that I’d been a wet bob. I adored it,” he maintained, but though his eldest son was one day to be successful as an oarsman it does not seem likely that Olivier’s own failure to take it up deprived British rowing of any significant talent.15


Under an incompetent headmaster, discipline at St Edward’s had been neglected and the boys, in effect, were left to their own devices. Those devices were often mischievous. “It was a terrible school,” recalled a contemporary of Olivier’s whose father had been a master there. “The boys ran the school and it was quite horrific.” The Rugby of Tom Brown’s School Days may have been a little turbulent, but, at least in Olivier’s view, it was a proper public school. At St Edward’s: “I felt unhappy and awkward and misplaced … I hated it all the time.” He convinced himself that he was disliked by the other boys and, by behaving as if he were, succeeded at least in part in making it true. Probably he exaggerated his misery. In Bader’s view he was not in the least un-popular: “He was perhaps introspective, lived within himself, and he had the sort of artistic make-up that might have made him think he was unpopular.” In his own eyes, however, his period at St Edward’s was both unpleasant and a waste of time. The sooner he could escape from it the better.16


In fact the schooling cannot have been as bad as all that. It was at St Edward’s that Olivier learned the value and satisfaction of hard work. “A man’s prime interest in life must be his work,” he told his first wife many years later. He did not find the work at St Edward’s congenial, nor was he well suited to it, but he buckled down. He was not a notably clever boy but was endowed by nature with an extraordinarily retentive memory which, for a schoolboy faced with examinations, is quite as valuable as intellectual powers. To his mild surprise he won the Senior History Prize and was rewarded with a handsome copy of Kipling’s Kim; nothing sensational as academic achievements go but proving that he could more than hold his own.17


It was curious that he tried to avoid featuring in the one field in which he felt confident he could excel. When it was suggested that he might act in the school play, he refused. He believed it would make him still more unpopular; already, he complained, he was known as “that sidey little shit Olivier”; if he seized the limelight on the stage his reputation would be still worse. This may not have been the whole story: the master in charge of the school plays had taken against him and it seems that the antipathy was mutual. Whatever the explanation, his resistance was overcome. He agreed that he would act in “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” and was assigned the role of Puck. It was typical of him that, having finally accepted that he must play, he at once began to deplore the inadequacy of his role. “This dismally wretched part, this utterly hopeless, so-called opportunity,” he stormed. It was as typical that he resolved to make something special of it. He flung himself into the role and, in a way that was going to become maddeningly familiar to fellow performers over the next sixty years, attracted attention far greater than his part would have been expected to command. “By far the most notable performance,” judged the school magazine. “He seemed to put more ‘go’ into it than the others.” “He was the only one in the cast who was really exciting – a born actor,” a fellow schoolboy recalled. Contrary to his fears his success earned him popularity; his last months at St Edward’s were relatively happy.18


They had need to be, for his life at home, such as it was, was fast disintegrating. His sister Sybille had gone on the stage. It soon became clear that her talents were limited and that she would never make a successful actress. Her father deplored her failure and was still more disapproving when, without his blessing, she married a man whom he felt unsuitable. Laurence Olivier became involved in her disgrace; his father discovered that he had known of the affair, but had failed to report it. Dickie was not there to share the blame since he had left home to plant tea in India. To cap it all, the Revd Gerard remarried. “I didn’t feel sore on my mother’s behalf,” Olivier recalled many years later, “because I knew my mother was saint enough to wish him to be happy. He was very miserable and dreadfully lonely.” It seems that at the time Olivier was rather less accepting. Sybille wrote that her brother resented the affection that their father lavished on his new wife. “Really, the old man is impossible,” Olivier would grumble. “Why can’t he think of our feelings sometimes?” Fortunately his new stepmother, Isabel or “Ibo” as she was generally known, was a woman of generosity and perception who understood Olivier’s feelings and sympathised with them. Thanks to her, the atmosphere at home was not insufferable, but Olivier was still anxious to escape from it as soon as possible. He was now seventeen. It was time to decide the pattern of his future life.19


Up till then he had assumed, without thinking very much about it, that he would follow his father into the church. He was still a firm believer and attached great importance to regular attendance, but he had by now concluded that he did not have a sufficiently strong vocation to take the plunge. In one account of his feelings at the time he says that he contemplated following his brother to India; elsewhere, he says that he considered the possibility of an Asian exile but rejected it. Whichever may have been true, it seems to have come as a complete surprise to him when one evening the question of his future life came up and he mentioned the possibility of a career abroad. “Don’t be such a fool,” said his father: “You’re going on the stage!” “Am I?” stammered Olivier. “Well, of course you are.”20


*


His father had decided not only on Olivier’s career, but also on how he was to equip himself for it. Olivier was to go to the Central School of Speech Training and Dramatic Art, an institution where his sister Sybille had studied some years before and which was run by a formidable lady called Elsie Fogerty. There was a snag, however. No money was available to cover the cost of his tuition. Olivier would have to secure not only a scholarship but an additional bursary as well, so as to pay for his upkeep. He trailed off to the Albert Hall where Miss Fogerty was selecting her future scholars. In the innumerable auditions that he was to endure through his acting life Olivier almost always chose Mark Antony’s speech over the corpse of Julius Caesar, but for this first effort he offered Jacques’s “All the world’s a stage” from “As You Like It”. He rendered this with immense fervour and much gesticulation – too much so in Miss Fogerty’s view. It was not necessary, she observed, to make fencing passes when delivering the words “sudden and quick in quarrel”. Nevertheless she liked what she heard: the scholarship was Olivier’s and, after some debate, an additional bursary was thrown in as well.21


The emphasis in the Central School was much more on Speech Training than Dramatic Art. Peggy Ashcroft, who joined the same term as Olivier (rarely can any drama school have welcomed two such talented recruits at the same time), went so far as to say that the teaching of acting was virtually non-existent. So far as speech went, however, Miss Fogerty’s training proved invaluable. It provided the foundation for a lifetime’s achievement. Olivier throughout his career was famed for his breath control. “Larry has a longer breath than anybody I know,” said Sybil Thorndike. “He could do the Matins exhortation ‘Dearly Beloved Brethren’ twice through in one breath. Lewis [her husband, Sir Lewis Casson] could do it in one and a half.” To be able fully to control one’s voice is not necessarily the most important element in acting, but without it all the other elements will be irreparably diminished. Olivier’s powers were phenomenal. His ability was innate, but it was Miss Fogerty’s early training which developed it.22


Not everyone was as perceptive as Miss Fogerty. One teacher is said to have written to Olivier’s father urging him to withdraw his son: “He’s no good. He looks like a farm boy.” His appearance, indeed, still verged on the uncouth. His hair grew down to his brow, he had buck teeth. Miss Fogerty disconcerted him by putting the tip of her finger at the base of his hairline and running it down to the top of his nose. “You have a weakness here,” she pronounced. Olivier attributes to this gnomic utterance his passion for disguise: for many years at least, he was ill at ease with his own appearance and sought to conceal it with false noses or other such devices.23


Uncouth or not, his talent was obvious. Together with Peggy Ashcroft he won the gold medal for best actor of the year. They performed a scene from “The Merchant of Venice” for the benefit of Athene Seyler, the celebrity imported for the occasion to award the prizes. According to Olivier, Ashcroft played Portia. Miss Seyler remembered it rather differently. Olivier was growing a beard for the part of Shylock “and Peggy, who was also playing a man, put on a false beard – so these two young people both looked idiotic. I couldn’t tell, of course, how good they were.” At all events, Olivier graduated with a First Class Dramatic Certificate adorned by a star. It was a satisfactory end to his education. Now it remained to put that education to good use. He had no doubts or inhibitions. Whether or not he had been taken by surprise by his father’s announcement that he was to go on the stage, he had, he told Peter Hall many years later, wanted to be an actor from the age of nine. Now the dream had become reality. From that moment his ambitions were boundless. “Don’t you realise?” he blurted out to a friend. “I want to be the greatest actor in the world.”24





CHAPTER TWO

Apprentice Days



In 1977 Olivier received a letter from an American admirer asking for advice on how to become an actor. Before going any further, he replied, “please enquire the employment rate against total membership of Equity in your country. In my country it is about 2 per cent, or 800 out of 25,000.” With gloomy relish he passed on the same message to any of his children who contemplated taking to the stage: going on to say that even of those who got a job only a handful could make a decent living from their activities.1


His own career was very different, but even he had some tough years at the start. He had been lucky enough to find employment of a sort during the holidays from the Central School at a playhouse in Letch-worth Garden City. Most of his work was behind the scenes as second assistant stage manager – when you hear the bell ring at the end of the interval, he proudly told the family’s old cook, “you will know, my finger will be on it!” In his second spell at Letchworth he did manage to sneak onto the stage in the inconsiderable role of Lennox in “Macbeth”, but though he extolled the significance of this experience when he began to haunt the offices of theatrical agents, it did not seem unduly to impress potential employers. Olivier recalled those first two years with horror, blended with profound relief that they were well behind him: “They were awful, awful, awful,” he remembered, and he was “hungry, hungry, hungry, a glass of milk for lunch, sandwich at a coffee stall for dinner”. His father rather grudgingly allowed him a few pounds a week, so starvation was averted, but at times even his ebullient self-confidence burned low. His first job as a fully-fledged professional was at the Brighton Hippodrome in the summer of 1925. Suffused by the excitement of the occasion he ignored the warnings of stage hands and fellow actors that he should take great care when emerging from the wings, strode onto the stage, tripped over the concealed sill and fell flat on his face. He prided himself on being able to exploit any situation for as much humour as it could contain, but never, he recorded, “have I heard a sound so explosively loud as the joyous clamour made by that audience”.2


A few months later Olivier secured a job playing small parts in a touring company called the Lena Ashwell Players. They tended to end up in dismal venues around the outer London suburbs, sometimes performing in boarded-over swimming pools and changing in the lavatories, but Miss Ashwell took her work with great seriousness. Unfortunately Olivier did not or rather, though he pursued his career with dedication, he had a strong inclination to clown. Throughout his life he found almost irresistible the impulse to raise a laugh. With experience he learned to indulge this weakness only when no mischief would thereby be done; in his early days on the stage he felt no such inhibitions. After all, he told himself, Edmund Kean when young had been notorious for his delight in tripping up his fellow actors; what was good enough for Kean was good enough for Olivier. Alan Webb, a fellow sufferer in the company, remembered saying to him one night: “Larry, if you don’t take your work more seriously, you’ll never get on.” He never took his work lightly, but it was fun to play the fool. He cut a hole in the back-cloth so as to expose the naked bottoms of the female members of the cast changing behind the scenes; helpless with laughter, he abandoned one of his colleagues on the stage when the actor’s underpants fell down beneath his toga. Twenty years later, his wrath would have been terrible if some small-part actor at the Old Vic had behaved so irresponsibly; in 1925 he felt aggrieved when Miss Ashwell expelled him from her company.3


Once again he was looking for a job. He was offered the chance of joining a Shakespearean company touring the provinces, run by a “well-known queer”. Though in later life he was considered by some to be first and foremost a Shakespearean actor, at the time he felt no particular calling in that direction: “I just wanted to get on and I didn’t care what in.” He had no objection to the idea, however, and the sexual proclivities of the director mattered nothing to him. He had no urge to indulge in homosexuality himself, but he never saw anything reprehensible in the practice and was always ready to work with those who had other tastes. He consulted Lewis Casson about the proposition. Whether it was Shakespeare, the provinces or the queerness which displeased him, Casson dismissed the idea out of hand. “I think you’d better come to us,” he said.4


“Us” was a company run by Casson and Sybil Thorndike which the previous year had enjoyed a triumph with Thorndike’s rendering of Shaw’s “Saint Joan”. It was a splendid opportunity, and Olivier seized it with gratitude and alacrity. He played no role of any importance while he was with the company, indeed, he was involved as much in stage management as in acting, but he was associating with actors of the first rank and learning all the time. One of his two roles was that of a serving man in “Henry VIII”. Together with Carol Reed, the future film director, he had to hold up the train of Queen Katharine, played by Sybil Thorndike. Both men were in love with the already successful actress Angela Baddeley and their devotion sometimes interfered with their performance. “Calf love,” wrote Thorndike dismissively. “They used to quarrel like mad. I used to say: ‘You shut up, you two, and attend to what you’re doing.’ ” But she was struck by Olivier’s abilities and was convinced that he had a considerable future. It was the quality and range of his voice that most impressed her: “Larry didn’t have any formal musical education, but his family background was musical, and that must have helped.”5


The Cassons knew that there was not much opportunity for Olivier to forward his career within their company and they encouraged him to look elsewhere. In particular they urged him to try his luck with the Birmingham Repertory Company. This was the leading provincial theatre of the country. It was run by Barry Jackson, a rich man, devoted to the theatre, adventurous in his tastes, ready to put on plays by Pirandello and Ibsen at a time when such dramatists were viewed nervously by London managements. Jackson had fostered the careers of Cedric Hardwicke, Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies, Felix Aylmer, Leslie Banks; it was, said Bernard Shaw, “a place where all genuine artists have found themselves happily at home”. Olivier knew that to secure a job there would be an important step forward in his career. On 8 March, 1926, shortly after the closing of “Henry VIII”, he secured an interview with Jackson. It went well. He was not immediately offered a permanent place at Birmingham but was invited to play a small but significant role in a play by the fashionable French dramatist, Henri Ghéon. His foot was in the door.6


*


The two years or so that Olivier spent with the Birmingham Rep. changed the whole course of his career and, more immediately evident, his physical appearance. Olivier had gone to Birmingham as a gangling young man, almost uncouth, with too much hair in the wrong place and spindly, inadequate legs. “My mouth is like a tortoise’s arse,” he once complained. “It’s an absolute slit. I have a very, very mean mouth.” He exaggerated his physical deficiencies, if only to point up the improvement that he had later brought about, but in 1926 he had a long way to go. One of his closest friends was Denys Blakelock, whose mother once referred to the young Olivier as “very plain”. She was right, commented Blakelock, “he had teeth that were set too far apart and eyebrows that grew thickly and without shape across his nose. He had a thatch of unmanageable hair that came far forward in a kind of widow’s peak, and his nose was a broad one.” Not much could be done about the shape of the nose and the mouth but the hair was refashioned and, at some expense and with a lot of pain, the teeth were fixed. No longer would a director say that his hair made him look “bad-tempered, almost Neanderthal”; by the time he left Birmingham it had been groomed into the glossy splendour that was to be the delight of several generations of worshippers. More significantly, and with far greater effort, he recreated his body. By a gruelling programme of exercises, much long-distance running and rigid dieting, he built up his strength and acquired the muscular arms and legs for which he was striving. He never wholly satisfied himself. “He always said his legs were a problem,” remarked his dresser many years later. “I thought they were very good legs, a bit on the thin side but well shaped.” Olivier would have accepted that they were better than they used to be, but that was not enough. William Gaskill, the director, said he had never met an actor so concerned about his physical appearance. No man so obsessed with his own appearance can be acquitted on a charge of vanity, but Olivier was not seeking beauty just for beauty’s sake. If he was going to be the greatest actor in the world then everything must be subordinated to that quest: perfection was the aim and the perfecting of his appearance was an essential element in the crusade.7


It was while he was at Birmingham that any last doubts about his destined career were put to rest. He suspected already that it was only in acting that he would find complete fulfilment, but the fact remained that he had been offered few opportunities to show off his talents and that such success as he had achieved had been in the role of stage manager. He enjoyed that work and took pride in doing it well. Was it possible, he wondered, that this was to be his destiny? “It staggers me a little,” he wrote in his autobiography, “that I could ever have nursed such thoughts.” They were soon put behind him. It took only a handful of performances with the Birmingham Rep. to convince him that there could be no second best; he must be an actor, nothing else would be acceptable. Quite why he felt so certain he never knew. Something irresistible was driving him forward. “I’ve got an awful feeling,” he confessed, “that that thing is a little voice saying ‘Look at me! Look at me! Don’t look at anybody else, look at me!’ ”8


It was a perceptive and revealing comment. A craving to be at the centre of attention was indeed a prominent element in Olivier’s personality. But this was not the whole story. He wanted to be admired in the part he was playing, not for being Laurence Olivier. Some actors, whatever their role, remain always themselves. Olivier longed never to be himself. “I had a silly little ambition when I was at the Birmingham Rep. not to be recognisable from one part to another, either in looks, voice, walk, behaviour, anything.” He wanted people to say: “That can’t be the young man we saw last night.” He would not admit that there was any part he could not play yet did not want there to be any one part for which he was obviously destined. He disliked being compared with other actors, however flattering the analogy. When he was young he had kept a photograph of Henry Irving in his bedroom: admiring not so much Irving’s acting as the way that he had become the figurehead of his profession and had enhanced the standing of the theatre in British life. But he did not wish to be compared with Irving. He was irritated when he heard a fellow actor’s rendering of Lear praised by a gushing admirer, “You were just like the Old Man” – as Irving was known to his fans. “I came to a decision. I vowed to eradicate all knowledge of the Old Man from the public’s memory for ever. I was determined to become the Old Man myself.” But he did not suppose that this would come easily. Work, more work, and yet more work, would be essential. He compared himself with Margaret Leighton. “She does everything quite naturally. It took me two years to walk around a chair with ease; it took me another two years to learn how to laugh on stage – and I had to learn everything. What to do with my hands, how to cry …” By the time he went to Birmingham he had already learned a lot; into the next two years he crowded what, for most people, would have been the experience of a lifetime.9


*


It was an indication of the Birmingham Rep.’s importance to the British theatre that both Peggy Ashcroft and Ralph Richardson were there at the same time as Olivier. Richardson was some five years older than Olivier and felt himself immeasurably superior; he considered Olivier gauche, cocky and inclined to overrate his talents. Olivier for his part thought Richardson ponderous and smug. For several months they coexisted frostily, then came the thaw. It was mainly Olivier’s doing. Once he had decided that he wanted to be friendly with somebody he was difficult to resist. He was most excellent company; an accomplished raconteur, a brilliant mimic, not a sophisticated wit like Noël Coward but bursting with exuberant vitality. He was the greatest fun to be with. He was at his happiest when holding the floor but was wise enough to realise that, if one wanted to retain an audience, one had to be prepared to listen too. The fact that he was absorbed by his own activities did not prevent him being fascinated by other people and their preoccupations. He wanted to know how the men and women he met in his daily life had got where they were and in what direction they were hoping to progress. In a way they were all raw material on which he would draw for his own performances, but he was curious about them for their own sake too. Once he spent more than twenty minutes in the cloakroom of the Savoy. His surprised companion asked what he had been doing. He had, said Olivier, discovered that the attendant was a Hungarian refugee and had been talking to him about the problems involved in a life of exile.


Once the ice was broken between Olivier and Richardson they became the closest of friends. Richardson, said his biographer, found Olivier “warm and affectionate, a wonderful companion, blessed with a gaiety of heart”. “I have never ceased to laugh my head off with him,” Richardson himself remarked. Their mutual affection endured: “It was heart-warming to see Ralph so content in your company,” wrote Richardson’s wife, Meriel Forbes, after the two men had spent an evening together some time in the late 1970s. Olivier, who searched always for an affectionate diminutive, called Richardson “Ralphie”; Richardson, who deplored informality, was one of the few people to address Olivier as “Laurence”; the two men were admirably matched. There was mutual admiration, too. “Larry had a lot of time for Ralphie,” wrote Olivier’s occasional mistress, Sarah Miles. “I had the impression he respected him more than any other actor.” It was said that Olivier begrudged giving praise to anyone whom he deemed a serious rival. There are many instances to the contrary. Of Richardson in particular Olivier said that he was “marvellous … . He was a thoroughly excellent actor, exemplary to other actors. We all used to worship at his shrine.” Of “Henry IV” Olivier wrote that he was thrilled by “Ralphie’s really heavenly and superb performance. This is the Falstaff that I have always dreamed about.” Over the years there were plenty of less laudatory comments as well, but that Olivier rated Richardson high in the pantheon of twentieth-century acting cannot be questioned.10


Richardson was not the only member of the Birmingham Rep. to take immediate exception to Olivier. Eileen Beldon, six years older than Olivier and reasonably well established, found him “obnoxious. He was slovenly and high falutin’. Of course I realise now,” she added forgivingly, “that he was just a young boy trying to prove himself.” Most of the other women in the company seem to have found his failings endearing rather than repulsive. Another actress, Jane Welsh, concluded that he was “an astonishing mix of boy and man. Many of us wanted to both love him and mother him.” He was brash, he was noisy, he was patently ambitious, he could be alarmingly insensitive, but there was no malice in him and his eagerness to please and to make friends with all the world was disarmingly evident to all except the most embittered.11


However great his ambitions, he was still insignificant. In the programme for the first production in which he appeared under the flag of the Birmingham Rep. “Olivier” is spelt incorrectly – a bit better than in his first appearance in Brighton, where he featured as “Lawrence Oliver”, but still not suggesting he was a household name. The play was “The Marvellous History of Saint Bernard”. He somewhat euphemistically described his role in it as “small but fairly telling”. It was certainly small. Nor did the play’s course run smooth. His diary entry for 3 May, 1926, read “STRIKE ??!” The General Strike closed the theatres. Olivier put on his most country-gentleman plus-fours and sallied out to do his bit. “The luck of it!” he observed. “The show shuts with a bang and I have a gorgeous time helping run Underground trains … and the loveliest debs in all London giving you food at the canteens. Then, just when I’ve had everything possible out of banging doors on trains … the strike ends, the show goes on again, and back I go fresh as a daisy!” On the whole those in the theatrical world tend to be at least mildly left-wing in their political views. In his autobiography Olivier mentioned that he was frequently told he had backed the wrong side in the General Strike; he should have been supporting the workers, not helping to break their strike. No doubt he listened with courtesy to such comments and may even have given the impression that he accepted the opinion of his critics: he took little interest in politics and was always anxious to fit in with whatever company he was keeping. But by nature he was conservative. In a letter addressed to “Comrade Laurenski”, Ralph Richardson’s wife told Olivier: “Nothing that you can say can convince Ralphie that you are other than A TRUE BLUE CAPITALIST who will fight with him to the last Bentley.” Ralphie was right. Olivier voted Tory in 1945, the one election when many committed Conservatives strayed to the Left. In 1926 it never occurred to him not to identify himself with the traditional ruling classes and do what he could to keep the country running.12


He won his permanent place in the Birmingham Rep. by securing a part in a tour of Eden Phillpotts’s successful rustic comedy “The Farmer’s Wife”. It was “a sheer revel of wholesome laughter”, judged a local paper: Olivier was not mentioned in the review, but the accompanying photograph showed him in a clinch with the leading lady. He anyway did well enough to earn Barry Jackson’s approval. In the course of the next twelve months he appeared in fifteen plays: a gruelling but enormously valuable experience. His parts became steadily more important. “I was terribly promising,” said Olivier. “I was considered the most promising actor they’d had for years and so they risked things on me.” One of the most remarkable risks was to entrust him with the title role in “Uncle Vanya”, giving a nineteen-year-old boy a part specified in the text as being for a man of forty-seven. A “brave and compelling” performance, judged the Birmingham Post. It marked the start of a lifelong devotion to Chekhov, curious in a man who in his character seemed the polar opposite to the typical male of Chekhovian drama. “Once one has experienced the gift of his marvellously poetic realism,” he wrote to a Russian correspondent, “it must of course exist to a certain extent in almost all one’s dramatic deliberation.” His status as a director was to be a matter of controversy, but when Chekhov was in question no-one doubted Olivier’s masterly touch.13


In 1928 Barry Jackson moved for a season to the Royal Court in London. The next few months established Olivier as an important player on the London stage. “Most people from the Rep. took advantage of being in London to have a good time,” wrote Jackson. “Not Larry! While other performers were out carousing in London pubs he would be back in the empty dressing rooms reading aloud from this, that or the next play. He became monkish about it.” His reward was to be offered by far his most substantial part to date, that of the Saxon King in Tennyson’s monumental, and monumentally dull epic “Harold”. John Gielgud had hoped to be given the part and, being far better established than Olivier, seemed the clear favourite, but Olivier had the effrontery to insert a three-minute speech from “Harold” into the previous play in the repertoire, Shaw’s “Back to Methuselah”. Jackson, it seems, must have been both amused by Olivier’s cheek and impressed by his delivery. The part was his.14


Not everyone envied him. Richardson remarked that there was “a distinct absence of normal jockeying among the Rep.’s actors to get the part … Everyone was afraid of the role because of its ponderousness and the ponderousness of the play itself. But not Larry. He was aching for a lead role.” Apart from anything else, the part was dauntingly long. “It would have taken over a month to get a part like Harold down to the point where I could do a rehearsal without help,” said Richardson. “Larry did it in a week and was letter perfect. He was a ‘genius’ when it came to learning lines, better than any of the rest of us.”15


He must have wondered whether the effort had been worthwhile. It was by far the best rewarded role of his career to date – he was paid a princely £20 a week – but the play appealed neither to the critics nor the public. To make matters worse, the first night coincided with the opening of “Gentlemen Prefer Blondes”, an option preferred by most of the leading critics. When they did get round to “Harold” they for the most part damned the play, but were cautiously approving of Olivier. One of the most important critics of the period, St John Ervine in the Observer, said that he was “excellent on the whole. His faults are those of inexperience rather that those of ineffectiveness.” But Harold Hobson in the Christian Science Monitor struck a cautionary note that Olivier was to remember in a few years’ time. “He might improve his delivery of blank verse …” wrote Hobson. “We do not want the beautiful and pleasing art of verse-speaking to pass everywhere from our stage.”16


*


The monkishness remarked by Jackson was more apparent than real; like many monks Olivier was not immune to the temptations of the flesh. From childhood, wrote his sister, he had been prone to fall in love – he was always returning home saying: “Clare is so pretty, Mummy,” or “I love Sarah. She has such sweet little teeth.” With adolescence, admiration became desire; he hungered for sex but, for religious reasons, felt that his lust should not be indulged except in marriage. The result was frustration and a determination to get married before common sense might have told him he was financially or emotionally ready to do so. But though sex was important it was always clear to him that it must not be all-important. His career came first. “Don’t let your romantic fantasies disturb your life,” he was to advise his son Tarquin. “You see, these wild horses, that natural instincts are, are things that you must be sure to have control over. See that the reins are firmly in your hands. Don’t let them take you where they will, because they don’t know what’s good for you, or care … Just remember that all the romantic ecstasies, all the rosy reveries, the stoppings of the heart when the phone rings, all the existing and bewitching variations of love’s sweet dreams that mankind is subject to, are basically, simply and solely, wicked old Dame Nature’s cold-blooded, calculated bribe to bring children into the world.” Except perhaps for the first few years of his relationship with Vivien Leigh, Olivier did keep the reins firmly in his hands. Those who believe that love must conquer all will view his attitude as timorous and cold-blooded. No doubt there was a lack of true romance about his approach to sex. But the theatrical life of Britain might have been impoverished if his priorities had been different.17


Be that as it may, Olivier was in quest of a wife before he was twenty-one. Peggy Ashcroft claimed that he was on the point of proposing to her when a lavatory flushing in the next room made the gesture seem inappropriate. The opportunity did not occur again. He claimed that he was “madly in love” with Dorothy Turner, a fellow member of the Birmingham Rep., but she had neither money nor connections and the madness did not stretch to making so unpropitious a match. Then he found himself playing opposite Jill Esmond, an actress a few months younger than him but better established in the theatre. Her father had written a number of successful comedies, her mother had acted in many of them. Her father was now dead; his widow, Eva Moore, lived in considerable comfort, if not affluence, in a large house in Berkshire. She still enjoyed many useful connections in the theatrical world and decided that Olivier had a future and would make an excellent husband for her daughter. Jill was of the same opinion and, without too much reflection, Olivier agreed. Jill was pretty, she was amusing and intelligent, she was a strong personality, inclined to be bossy, but not letting this show in the first throes of a new relationship. Olivier was not “madly in love”, but he was quite ready to tell himself he was: “With those antecedents,” he explained in his autobiography, “though not dazzlingly attractive, she would most certainly do excellent well for a wife.” This sounds, indeed was, somewhat cold-blooded. “I suppose, unconsciously, I used all my wives to further my journey up the ladder,” he admitted to Sarah Miles. “Something in me is lacking. No ability to love just for the sake of it …”18


Jill Esmond, whether or not she detected something less than passionate in Olivier’s wooing, was not going to be rushed into any rash commitment. Instead, she took advantage of the fact that the play in which she was then appearing was transferred to New York, to put the Atlantic between herself and her putative lover. Olivier was left to his own devices. There were several possibilities to chose between. In December 1928 he was asked to take the leading part in an unknown play by an unknown playwright being put on for a couple of performances at one of the Sunday Play Societies that then proliferated in London. The hope was that it would catch the eye of a producer and be transferred to a West End theatre. Olivier recognised the merits of his part, but he did not have high hopes for the play as a whole. The author went to a rehearsal and found Olivier looking “bored and restless. I got the feeling that he was wishing he hadn’t come.” He was right, when a more promising possibility turned up Olivier jumped ship with alacrity. The author was R. C. Sherriff; the play, “Journey’s End”, ran for two years and is still frequently revived today. To make Olivier’s chagrin still sharper, the actor who replaced him, Colin Clive, was deemed to have made a great success. The Daily Mail quoted the play’s director as saying: “In point of fact it is my opinion that Clive is far the better of the two actors in the part. We were never entirely happy with Mr Olivier.”19


As to the more promising possibility, it turned sour. P. C. Wren’s adventure story of the French Foreign Legion, Beau Geste, had been an immense success as a film, with Ronald Colman playing the hero. Olivier had seen it in Birmingham and had appeared that evening with his hair cut in Colman style and a little moustache painted in. “I’m going to play Beau Geste when we get to London,” he announced. When the book was reworked for the stage the leading role in it was eagerly sought after: “I was the envy of all the juveniles there were; it was the part.” But they could not recapture the spectacle and excitement of the film. Olivier began to feel doubts before the rehearsals were far advanced. Possibly they affected his performance. Basil Dean, the director, was unimpressed. “For Christ’s sake, boy, show us some charm!” he shouted. It was “a horrible bit of cruelty”, thought Olivier, but he took the order to heart: “I was always very good at accepting criticism.” He showed some charm, but it was not enough; the play failed to grip the audience and soon closed. “It wasn’t much of a piece of work,” Olivier reflected. But he accepted that part of the blame was his. “I hadn’t sufficient star quality,” he admitted. He still had some way to go before he could match Ronald Colman as a romantic swashbuckler.20


He was now offered the chance of pursuing Jill Esmond to New York. The play in which he was to appear, a trivial thriller called “Murder on the Second Floor”, proved a failure; he himself got some pleasant reviews, but not enough to give him any sort of established position on the American scene. He enjoyed himself extravagantly, however; loved the buzz and hectic excitement of New York life; better still, persuaded Jill Esmond to agree to an engagement. The marriage did not last, but the affection for New York, indeed for the United States, never faltered. He was always British in his loyalties, never contemplated settling in Hollywood or anywhere else abroad, but every time he set foot in the United States it was with the expectation that something interesting and unexpected was bound to happen and that it would almost certainly be good. One of his few complaints was about the American press. When he arrived in New York a journalist asked him whether he did not agree that Katharine Cornell was the greatest living actress. He answered that he much admired her, but he but would hesitate to put her above such fine British actresses as Edith Evans or Peggy Ashcroft. “Unknown British actor thinks Cornell stinks,” was the banner headline the following day. Olivier resolved that in future any journalist, British or American, but particularly American, should be treated with circumspection as a potential enemy.21


Back in London he at last found a part in a worthwhile play. In “The Last Enemy” he played a shell-shocked survivor of the Royal Flying Corps. “I’m awfully glad Larry has another job,” Jill Esmond told her mother. “He’s the luckiest fellow I know.” When his luck ran out after ten weeks – not because audiences were lacking but because the theatre was booked for another production – he could congratulate himself on some outstanding reviews. “The Last Enemy”, he wrote, with that curiously warped syntax that marked so much of his writing, “brought me friendly and timely establishment as a leading character juvenile.” It did not, however, bring a guarantee that interesting roles would always be available on the London stage. Instead, he made his first film. By now the cinema was well established in Britain. There were more than sixty serious film-producing companies, most of them clustered around London. Olivier’s first film, however, was not made by one of these but by a German company in Berlin, shot simultaneously in English and German. Olivier did not take it very seriously, indeed he did not at this time consider that any film could deserve to be taken seriously, but it earned him some money and gave him an opportunity for an orgy of opera-going – thirteen in just over three weeks. The money was most acceptable, even essential. His marriage to Jill Esmond was fixed for 25 July, 1930. He realised and was unworried by the fact that she would, at least at first, be richer than him, but he had no wish to venture into matrimony empty handed.


By then, however, his career had taken a momentous turn. He was, of course, well acquainted with the work of Noël Coward, had admired the shockingly controversial “The Vortex” and revelled in the wit of “Hay Fever” and “Bitter Sweet”. He had admired Coward from afar, however, and, though he longed to get to know him, had no reason to believe that this would soon come about. Then, on 18 June, he was summoned to the presence. A new life began.





CHAPTER THREE

Breakthrough



Coward had a proposition to make. His new play, “Private Lives”, was essentially a vehicle for himself and Gertrude Lawrence but it had two other parts which, although uninteresting, were by no means insignificant. One of these he offered to Olivier. Olivier needed to be associated with a success, he said; “Private Lives”, he was confident, would be enormously successful; Olivier would be ill advised to reject the opening. Olivier needed little persuading, especially since his pay would be far more generous than anything he had so far earned. He accept without demur. Years later he asked what Coward had thought of his visitor. “I liked you very much,” Coward said. “I found you very attractive, wildly attractive, but you were a bit pro-ey.” “I suppose I was,” admitted Olivier. “A young actor showing off his professionalism.” It was not enough to deter Coward. The fact that he found Olivier “wildly attractive” may have been a factor in his thinking. He made it very clear that he would like their relationship to be physical as well as friendly. Olivier always felt guilty that he did not respond; it would have cost him little and given great pleasure to his benefactor. The idea, however, both repelled and alarmed him; he rejected the overtures and Coward bore him no grudge.1


Olivier always revered Coward as well as enjoying his company. More than twenty years later, after the first night of “Titus Andronicus”, by which time he had unequivocally entered the ranks of the great, Dulcie Gray noticed that, while telling an anecdote, he kept his eyes on Coward to see the effect that he was having. “Does it really matter to you if Noël laughs or not?” she asked. “Certainly,” Olivier replied. “Noël was my first leading man and the gap never lessens.” He was an “incredibly brilliant man”, Olivier insisted, “better educated than me by a long chalk”. He told Olivier that he was “the most illiterate boy I have ever met” and prescribed a reading list, consisting, rather bizarrely, of Wuthering Heights, The Old Wives’ Tale by Arnold Bennett and Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage. Whether Olivier read them or not is uncertain but he claimed to have done so. Many years later, when asked to name five books that had influenced him, Olivier cited these and added The History of British Civilisation and The Reason Why. He might have been embarrassed if challenged to expound their contents.2


*


The knowledge that, in “Private Lives”, he had a profitable and, with luck, long-lasting job awaiting him on his return meant that Olivier went to his wedding and honeymoon with a light heart. It would be surprising though if, in those last few weeks, he did not ask himself whether he was making a mistake. “I love you. Oh, my dear, I do love you,” Jill Esmond assured him, and in her way she did, but was it Olivier’s way, and did he really love her? The honeymoon got off to an inauspicious start when they found that the house in Dorset which had been lent to them was occupied by the owner’s two daughters who seemed determined to accompany their guests everywhere except into the marriage chamber. Perhaps it would have been better if they had followed them even there. The first night was a disaster: Olivier was inexperienced and notably inexpert; his wife had physical problems which were not sorted out for several months. Even when the teething pains had been overcome, it became agonisingly evident that while Olivier possessed the most vigorous sexual appetites, Jill found the physical side of marriage distasteful if not repellent. Worse still, though she was unaware of it at the time of her marriage and probably remained so until after they had separated, she was far happier in a lesbian relationship. Olivier later claimed that he had known about this from the start: “I thought I could cure her. I was wrong. I didn’t realise how strong nature was …” It seems unlikely that this is true: both parties to the marriage were strikingly innocent and Jill would probably not even have understood what lesbianism was. Perhaps with a more experienced and sympathetic husband they could have established a satisfactory sexual modus vivendi. As it was, Olivier felt cheated and frustrated.3


“Private Lives”, when it did open in August 1930, proved to be very much as Coward had predicted – an immense success for the author and the principal players with scant attention paid to the supporting roles. “Gertrude Lawrence is amazing,” T. E. Shaw – Lawrence of Arabia – told Coward. “She acts nearly as well as yourself. I was sorry for the other two. They were out of it.” His was a “stooge role”, Olivier thought. But he made something of it. “In this comedy, in which every other line was a belly laugh, I had two half-laughs. By the time we finished, I got myself another two.” People who knew saw that the part was a difficult one and admired his handling of it. Most importantly, Coward himself approved. When John Mills saw the play Coward asked him what he had thought of Olivier’s performance. “Well,” said Mills, “I couldn’t believe that anyone as good-looking as that could be such a rivetingly good actor.” “I’ll tell you something,” replied Coward. “In my much-sought-after opinion that young man, unless something goes radically wrong, will, before long, be acknowledged as our greatest actor.”4


Successful or not, Olivier did not enjoy the play. Coward told Robert Stephens that, some years later, Olivier had admitted to him that he had been “eaten with jealousy” every time he witnessed the triumph of the leading players. “The thing about Larry was that he was jealous of everyone, whatever they did, if he felt they did whatever they did better than he could.” Or that they enjoyed an opportunity he had been denied. Or played a part he felt to be his own. Usually he kept such feelings under control, sometimes they burst out. His jealousy made his life a lot less tranquil and caused him much unhappiness.5


After his London triumph Coward took “Private Lives” to New York. Adrianne Allen, the actress who had played opposite Olivier in the London production, was not free to make the trip so Jill Esmond was recruited to fill the gap. In spite of the fact that he was doomed to play second fiddle to the stars, there was a great deal about the season for Olivier to enjoy. Noël Coward and Gertrude Lawrence were invited everywhere and their junior partners usually travelled in their wake. They made many friends, among them Douglas Fairbanks Jr, who remained a close friend of Olivier all his life. Together Olivier and Fairbanks went to the Russian Club, where they watched a man whose act consisted of swallowing almonds, sewing needles and goldfish and regurgitating them in the order demanded by the audience. To add to this esoteric entertainment he offered them cocaine. Nervously, they accepted. Fairbanks survived more or less unscathed. Olivier, Fairbanks remembered, “never very robust, got sick to his stomach and asked us to leave early so as to throw up”. Such mishaps apart, he enjoyed his forays into New York high society. But the tour was not a total success. For one thing Jill Esmond not only disliked her role but thought she was miscast: “I was very bad in the part.” For another, irrespective of the merits of her performance, more attention was paid to her in New York than to her husband. She was already to some extent an established figure and the gossip columns covered her doings more often than those of Olivier. “Many of the local bigwigs dismissed him as a nice but stiff young Englishman,” remarked Fairbanks. “They said Jill was the one to watch and that Larry’s future was limited.” Olivier professed not to mind this in the least, but in fact was put out: it did not make the already slightly shaky marriage progress more smoothly. Halfway through the run Gertrude Lawrence fell ill and the Oliviers took advantage of the gap to spend a few days beachcombing in Nassau. Perhaps some time alone together would have helped them sort things out; Coward, however, decided to join them. “We didn’t really want to be joined,” said Jill Esmond wistfully. “We were quite happy by ourselves.”6


The run over, Jill Esmond was anxious to move on to Hollywood, where she knew profitable work awaited her. Olivier was doubtful: apart from his professed conviction that the cinema was an inferior art form he was conscious of the fact that he had not fully mastered the art of acting to camera and was reluctant to expose himself to the risk of failure. In the end, he decided that he should give it a go. Coward was disdainful when he was told of their plan: “You’ve got no artistic integrity, that’s your trouble … Hahlleewood!” The reality was even worse than Olivier had envisaged. “He has no chance,” said a studio executive. “He tries to look like Ronnie Colman but his face is too strong and his looks are too rugged. When it comes to rugged actors we don’t need Englishmen.” Worse still, the director Victor Schertzinger said that Olivier had no idea how to perform before the camera: “He acted the way he did on the stage – all broad gestures and a face forever busy with expressions.” David Selznick, one of Hollywood’s most powerful producers, was more favourable, deeming Olivier an “excellent possibility”, but even he admitted that most people thought Jill Esmond “more desirable for stock”. In any case, he considered their salaries “way out of line for beginners, especially as we have no parts in line for either”.7


Though underemployed, and fobbed off with indifferent parts when he was employed, Olivier never lost his confidence in his powers. Fabia Drake, one of his oldest friends, was acting with a company putting on a repertoire of classical plays in Los Angeles. Night after night Olivier came to the theatre. How could he bear to spend his time watching other people act? she asked. “Well, you see, I’m going to do them all one day,” he replied. But he was not going to do them on the West Coast of America. After three years, with only three second-rate films to his credit but a reasonable cache of dollars in the bank, he decided it was time to return to London.8


To Jill, things looked rather different. It seems that she was likely to land the most important role in Clemence Dane’s “A Bill of Divorcement”. “Whoever played that, unless they were an appalling actress, could not help being a success,” remembered Jill sadly. “It was a wonderful part.” To secure it, though, she would have to sign a seven-year contract. What happened then is obscure. Olivier claimed to have seen papers on Selznick’s desk that made it clear that the young Katharine Hepburn had already been signed up at a high salary and that Jill was merely being strung along. David Selznick claimed that this could not be the truth. The contract with Hepburn was not signed until after the Oliviers had left Hollywood so Olivier could not have seen it. He was determined that his wife should not be a bigger star than he was: “Larry is the most selfish man I have ever met.” If Olivier did invent the story of Hepburn’s contract it would have been not so much to sabotage his wife’s career as to ensure that she returned to London with him. It does not seem, anyway, that it played an important part in her final decision. “Larry,” she said, “wanted very much to go back to England … Naturally a part of me wanted to stay on but I wasn’t unhappy having made the decision.”9


*


Back in London, they decided that they must live in a style more appropriate to international stars. For the first year of their marriage they had rented a tiny flat in Roland Gardens with a bed, a dining-room table and chairs and almost nothing else. A Mrs Johns cooked for them when they had company. Her style was as unpolished as the surroundings. Once they plucked up their courage and asked Noël Coward to dinner. Some culinary disaster occurred and the three of them laughed heartily. “It’s all very well to laugh,” said Mrs Johns, “but suppose someone important had been here!” Things were going to be very different in future. They moved into a house on Chelsea Embankment, boasting a huge room which had been Whistler’s studio. In it they installed an imposing stone fireplace, a tapestry and a grand piano and prepared to entertain the cream of Bohemian London. Bohemian London duly rallied to the call. Their first large party was a flop. “We were too grand,” admitted Jill Esmond. “We invited too many grand people and, if you have too many grand people everyone wants to talk.” They learned by their mistake; in future parties the more voluble celebrities were interspersed with people prepared to listen. But the dollars were running out and though Olivier was offered one or two interesting parts and got excellent reviews, the plays were not sufficiently successful nor the financial rewards high enough to support the life style to which he had become accustomed in America. Like it or not, he had to return to films.10


It is curious how long it took Olivier, a most perceptive actor and one who would repeatedly show himself as an innovator, to realise that the cinema made demands on the performer quite different to those posed by the stage. In part this was because he continued to despise the medium. “There’s something rather terrible and cold-blooded about acting in a film studio,” he told his sister Sybille. “Films can help you to buy your mother a smart car or your wife a house in the country, but I still don’t believe they can help you to act.” When Alexander Korda, the man who got nearer than anyone else to creating an English Hollywood, gave Olivier opportunities to play important parts, he only accepted them disdainfully: “I felt unhappy in the medium, and was using most of my energy trying to build strong performances on the stage in the evenings.11


Korda played an important part in Olivier’s life. He needed Olivier, because in the early 1930s there was still only a small pool of actors who operated exclusively in the cinema and producers looked to the stage to find their casts. Olivier needed Korda, because the cinema was where the money was. Olivier respected and, up to a point, trusted Korda; Korda admired Olivier. Yet they were in opposite camps, the relationship between them was always cautious. “There were times when I was frightened of him,” Olivier admitted, “when he seemed to have a sort of power thing.” Korda was determined that Olivier should play opposite Marlene Dietrich. Olivier refused “because Jill was rather ill, and I thought that if I was in a picture with Dietrich it would worry her”. When he tried to explain this to Korda, he met with ridicule. “I hated him at that moment,” Olivier remembered. J. B. Priestley tried to convert him to the potentialities of cinema. “I’d like to do a film with you sometime,” he wrote. “I think a bit better of them than you do – as long as one hasn’t some half-witted producer sitting on one.” Olivier was not convinced.12


Half-witted producers were only part of Olivier’s quarrel with the cinema; the whole film world seemed alien to him. He was convinced that the dislike was mutual. “God help any man, woman or child who tries to get into the films through me,” he protested to George Devine, “as I am very unpopular with them.” Even when he had made his breakthrough and come to terms with the medium, even when he had become a major film star, he never seemed altogether at home on the screen. Orson Welles remarked that Olivier was the master of technique and that, if screen acting depended only on technique, he would have been supreme master of the medium. “And yet, fine as he’s been in films, he’s never been more than a shadow of that electric presence which commands the stage. Why does the cinema seem to diminish him? And enlarge Gary Cooper – who knew nothing of technique at all?” He might equally have cited Marilyn Monroe; a woman who barely knew what acting was yet who, twenty years later, was to outshine Olivier in every scene.13 


His view of the world of cinema was by no means enhanced by his expedition to Hollywood to star opposite Greta Garbo. In July 1933 he went back to Los Angeles to play the Spanish lover of Garbo’s Queen Christina. Garbo at this time was the best-known film star in the world. To co-star with her would have been an important step forward in Olivier’s film career; it would also have been a risky one, since Garbo’s screen presence was so overwhelmingly powerful that any man opposite her was likely to be eclipsed. This was a risk Olivier was more than ready to take; he haggled over terms, but he was never in any real doubt that he must accept the invitation. He had reckoned without his costar’s idiosyncratic tastes. She seemed not so much to dislike him as to be unaware that he was there. With increasing desperation he tried to get through to her; launching a blitzkrieg of charm, wit and wistfulness in an effort to break down her Nordic indifference. She allowed him to rattle on with detached unconcern; then shrugged and sidled away with an enigmatic: “Oh vell, live’sh a pain, anyway.” The following day the producer told him that, while M.G.M. still had total faith in Olivier and were eager to keep him under contract, in this particular part, perhaps … In fact, it may not have been so exclusively Garbo’s decision as Olivier imagined; the casting director concluded that “he didn’t have enough maturity, skill and acting weight … he was too young and inexperienced for Don Antonio”. At the time it seemed, indeed was, a humiliating rebuff; in the interests of his long-term career it was perhaps a good thing. If Olivier had acted opposite Garbo and achieved even moderate success the pressure to remain in Hollywood and make a fortune would have been hard to resist. We might never have seen his Henry V, his Richard III, his James Tyrone; the history of the National Theatre might have been very different.14


*


So it was back to the stage and parts that became steadily more important and more testing. If one had to pick out three or four plays that defined the development of Olivier’s career, the first would certainly be “The Green Bay Tree”. William Wyler, the great American film-maker, saw it on its opening in New York and found it “a dark and puzzling drama about a homosexual relationship”. It “shocked and astonished” its audiences. It shocked and astonished Olivier, too, who disliked the part though recognising the great opportunity which it gave him. It was memorable for him because it was directed by Jed Harris. He had known Harris before, and found him charming, but as a director he was transformed into “a dreadful man”, a “cruel little bastard”; “I’ve never been so grateful to leave anything in my life.” He claimed to have in part modelled his Richard III on memories of Harris. But for all his defects, Olivier had to admit that he had “a theatrical brain of rare excellence” and that his ideas about the play were “sound and illuminating”. Harris had no doubts about the importance of his contribution. “The reason Olivier was halfway good in ‘The Green Bay Tree’ was because I made him good,” he wrote dismissively. “I took none of his childish shit about ‘forming’ his character and his ‘choices’ in reading lines. I just told him to read his lines my way, and if he didn’t like it to get the hell out of the play.” Harris left an enduring mark: “he gave Larry a sense of discipline and seriousness about the theatre that he’s not had before,” said the director and critic, Harold Clurman. The very fact that Olivier felt ill at ease in the part, playing a weak and devious homosexual, forced him to introduce new depths into his acting to a degree that he had not so far achieved. “He was sensational,” remembered Noël Coward, “it was a marvellous, an extraordinary performance.” Olivier agreed. It was his first personal success in New York: “They thought I was wonderful and I was very good.”15


He came back to a far more congenial role in London, though he had not expected to get it. Gielgud was directing Ralph Richardson as Both-well in Josephine Tey’s “Queen of Scots”. Eight days before the opening night Richardson threw up the part. He disliked the play, was not enjoying acting opposite Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies and, above all, hated being directed by Gielgud. “Johnnie was an awfully inconsiderate director,” said Olivier. “He didn’t give a damn what he said to anybody. I think probably he’d done that with Ralph and Ralph bloody well walked off the stage.” At twenty-four hours’ notice, Olivier walked on. “I shall always remember the gallant way you took over the part, the way you worked at it those last crowded days and the peace and reassurance your coming brought,” wrote the grateful author. Within a week he had memorised the role while rehearsing fourteen hours a day. All did not go smoothly. In rehearsals Gielgud was very rude to him, “but I took it because it was my habit. I decided I would always take, and think, and listen, and not act proud and stalk off.” He overstated his readiness to accept hostile criticism. Increasingly, he grew to resent instructions from those he felt less experienced than himself and on at least one occasion he stormed off in protest against an over-assertive director. But on the whole he took direction calmly and, even if he considered that his judgment as an actor was more sound, would contrive to compromise or to get his own way without direct confrontation. Richardson regretted his own impetuous departure, especially when the play ran for several months and was then only closed because a heatwave emptied the theatres. He felt vaguely aggrieved, however, at the alacrity with which Olivier had taken over his part: there was no outright quarrel between the two, but for a time the relationship was cool.16


It was Olivier’s next play, though, which won him his first popular following. Once again he got it by chance. He was engaged by Coward to play the swashbuckling hero of “Theatre Royal” during its provincial tour, after which the part was to be taken over by Brian Aherne. He was so good, however, that Aherne volunteered, or was persuaded, to opt out. It was the sort of dashing young hero role which Olivier could have played with little effort; he elected, though, to fling himself into it with reckless zest. His first entry involved a spectacular leap onto the stage from the top of a steep staircase. There was no need to make so energetic an appearance, but Olivier was determined to impose himself on his audience from the outset. It was not the only physical excess in which he indulged. Michael Meyer, the biographer and translator, was only a boy when he saw the play. Fifty years later he told Olivier what an impression the leap had made on him. “Ah, yes, but do you remember how I slid down the banisters?” Olivier replied. He seemed hurt when Meyer admitted that he did not. “Theatre Royal” ended in predictable disaster. Olivier broke an ankle in his leap and, though he only missed a handful of performances, his athleticism was sadly curbed towards the end of the run. His career was to be punctuated by such mishaps. “I am a moral and physical coward,” he maintained. Moral cowardice is hard to pin down; Olivier seems to have suffered from it less that most. Physically he was one of the bravest of men. Time and again he subjected himself to extravagant and sometimes quite unnecessary risks. Usually he got away with it; the fact that sometimes he met with disaster never in the least deterred him. Nor did he hesitate to involve others in his adventures. Once, without stopping for oncoming traffic, he drove Ralph Richardson at fifty miles an hour over the junction of the Croydon bypass and the Purley road. “I shall never forgive you for that,” said a shaken Richardson. “Old man, what are you fussing about?’ enquired Olivier. “It is a well-known thing that when you get to a point of danger, you must get over it as quickly as you can.”17
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