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Author’s Note


Everything about Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor? Hardly. That’s like expecting the whole history of Ireland to be contained in the novels of James Joyce, even if Joyce kept maps of Dublin about him wherever he was in his exiles, as a nostalgic reminder. There will always be sins of omission, errors of fact and interpretation. For a long time, I wanted my subtitle to be ‘Studies for a Biography of Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor’, using the word in the same way Francis Bacon called his paintings ‘Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion’ or ‘Three Studies for a Self-Portrait’, and so forth, the idea being nothing can ever quite be finished.


I may as usual be making a fatal commercial miscalculation (there are people – not on the face of it mental defectives – who have never heard of Federico Fellini or Orson Welles), but I am assuming general readers will be familiar already with the names Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, with their glare and noise; and that what none now wants is another fat, conventional or ‘authorised’ biography, if by biography we mean a chronicle of events, where it can be made to matter what is supposed to happen next.


As with Marilyn Monroe, or for that matter Ernest Hemingway, or Napoleon, there are already plenty such works on Taylor, more appear all the time, mapping her out, plenty on Burton, and plenty on Taylor and Burton as a partnership. All excellent, my personal favourites being Maddox and Amburn (on her), Bragg and Rubython (on him) and Kashner and Schoenberger (on them). There are glossy albums, gushing commentaries, feminist tracts by lady academics, rubbishy academic tracts by frightening feminists, plus of course the usual leper’s death puke by the late Alexander Walker and the late Sheridan Morley.


Two key texts, central to any understanding of my subject, are Richard Burton: My Brother by Graham Jenkins, but actually written, in 1988, by Barry Turner, and The Richard Burton Diaries, edited, in 2012, by Chris Williams for Yale University Press. The latter is not only one of the great show business books: as a human document it stands comparison with the Goncourts’ Journals. Burton is better, in my view, less self-conscious, when hastily jotting things down (‘You stupid cow! Just show your big tits!’) than when he tried to sound like what he thought authors should sound like (‘I love you more than anything on the sad face of this raped earth’), i.e. when he came across as a broken-down Dylan Thomas. I am grateful to Swansea University, which holds the copyright, and to Yale University Press, the publisher, for kind permission to make comprehensive quotation.


Despite the welter, the profusion, nobody, it seems to me, in any of the biographies and associated studies, has, with any exactness, paid attention to, has perceived, Burton and Taylor’s art, their cinematic legacy: the minute realities, contours, intercellular spaces, oscillating corpuscles – to borrow phrases from natural science. After examining a jellyfish, Louis Agassiz described its anatomy as ‘little more than organised water’. That’s the sort of comparison I’d yearn to make – for I love watching Burton and Taylor’s films, and can, I think, discern patterns of growth and form, images within images.


What I have produced – and I have spent many years gathering my material and boiling it down, reducing it like a lobster sauce – is more in the way of a novel of manners, the style and form evolving naturally from those previous publications on the histrionic or music hall personality – my books (‘studies’) about Peter Sellers, Laurence Olivier, Charles Hawtrey and Anthony Burgess.


Actually, my ideal readers, should they exist outside the mind of God, will be those who have perhaps never heard of Taylor and Burton. Taylor and Burton will be beings come across in these pages for the first time; beings who have no external links and whom I have entirely imagined, as a by-product of insomnia, anxiety, lowered oxygen and benign prostatic hyperplasia, at least I hope it is only that.


For isn’t that what Taylor and Burton were all along – sheer fantasy figures? To invoke Joyce again, they grew to have ‘greater reality for me than reality’.


R.L.


Normandy, 2010–2023









Prologue


What Antony and Cleopatra most feared wasn’t death or subjugation by an alien power but that they’d be ripe for ridicule: ‘the quick comedians / Extemporally will stage us . . . Antony shall be brought drunken forth . . . I shall see / Some squeaking Cleopatra . . .’ It could be said Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor were precisely these as advertised fools of fortune, when Twentieth Century Fox took over Rome in the early Sixties – he was certainly drunken and she always did a lot of squeaking – and in their own turn, Burton and Taylor were to be caricatured, e.g. by Steve Coogan and Rob Brydon in The Trip (2011), where they compare and vie with their Burton voices over the dinner table, or in Scrooged (1988), where a trio of tramps at Karen Allen’s soup kitchen mistake a frantic, bad-tempered Bill Murray for Burton, companionably call him ‘Dick’ and invite him to come out for their benefit with famous lines from his films (‘Give us something from The Sandpiper!’) – Murray does a strange rendition of haughty, unintelligible cod-Shakespearean muffling, and you think: is this what Burton has been reduced to, only four years after his death? Six years before his death saw Alan Bennett’s Me! I’m Afraid of Virginia Woolf, with Leeds replacing New England, though the provincial squalor is intact – a canteen with sauce-encrusted bottle-tops, fuggy interiors, pleasureless evenings. The Burton/George character is now called Hopkins, an uneasy, uncertain, bookish, harmless, high-strung polytechnic lecturer – to his mother’s dismay. He teaches English but she thinks he’s in charge of woodwork. Julie Walters, in an orange wig, is an apparition of Taylor/Martha, who announces, ‘They’ve sent my sputum to Newcastle.’ The bonny and frizzy-haired yoga instructress (Carol MacReady) is another manifestation of Taylor as unscrupulous flirt. ‘Those ski-pants haven’t seen Zermatt,’ says Thora Hird, with her trademark scorn. Then there’s Benny Hill, who in a sketch called ‘Who’s Afraid of Virgin Wool?’ is Rich Burt. It’s a remarkable impersonation, actually – the bloated boozy face and the carefully-arranged dark hair. Benny was also always funny as grotesques like Fanny Cradock or Jimmy Savile. Is that Bob Todd as Taylor? (No, it’s Benny again – he’s brilliant in drag.) In Mike Leigh’s Career Girls (1997), another one of his films about abortion, alcoholism, unemployment, obesity and dead-end lives, Mark Benton’s character, with his twitches, stuttering and skin allergies, is called Richard (‘Ricky’) Burton: ‘I don’t look like him or anything. My mother was a fan.’ Leigh’s feral folk in high-rise flats, flailing and getting on each other’s nerves, would seem to be a far cry from the real Burton, the real Taylor. Or maybe not.


Taylor’s fate was to be impersonated by Roseanne Barr and John Candy, also Dawn French. ‘I laughed the loudest,’ said Taylor, ‘but it hurt inside.’ No wonder, as they all turned her into a giant panda. Most cruel was Joan Rivers, especially on her (1983) album What Becomes a Semi-Legend Most? ‘I went pretty far with Elizabeth Taylor,’ the comedian conceded, though she assured Roddy McDowall, ‘I only make jokes about people who make forty million dollars a year.’ Examples: ‘If Liz Taylor filmed Cleopatra today, they’d have to widen the Nile’; ‘Liz isn’t fat? Her blood type is Ragu’; ‘This woman could moon Europe.’ According to Melissa Rivers in Joan Rivers Confidential (with its snappy subtitle: ‘The Unseen Scrapbooks, Joke Cards, Personal Files and Photos of a Very Funny Woman Who Kept Everything’), a book assembled after Joan’s death, Joan’s archives contained 847 similar boffs, meticulously typed, cross-referenced and indexed. They met once – as co-hostesses, in 1985, for a dinner at Spago, Beverly Hills, to benefit ‘battered children’. Joan was thrilled. ‘I knew people would pay a thousand dollars a plate to see Joan Rivers and Elizabeth Taylor walk in together.’ Taylor was splendidly unimpressed: ‘Joan who? Who’s that? Is she that awful blonde?’


Taylor became a lampoon of herself quite early on, much to the dismay of Rex Reed, who having seen Secret Ceremony, in 1969, commented, ‘The disintegration of Elizabeth Taylor has been a very sad thing to stand by helplessly and watch. Something ghastly has happened over the course of her last four or five films. She has become a hideous parody of herself, a fat, sloppy, yelling, screeching banshee.’ What’s wrong with being any of those things? And I personally love Secret Ceremony and its predecessors, which by Reed’s calculation will have to include, going backwards, Boom!, The Comedians, Reflections in a Golden Eye, Doctor Faustus and The Taming of the Shrew. The ‘something ghastly’ that had ‘happened’, of course, was her marriage to Burton, with its luxurious trappings and bad taste, a time, for both of them, of inelegance and sparkling filigree.


Burton, it has to be said, hadn’t done himself any favours, finally rejecting, in 1978, King Lear on Broadway, in favour of another provincial tour of Camelot, much to the exasperation of John Dexter, who directed him in Equus, hoped to direct him as Lear, and who in exasperation called the star ‘a lazy drunken fool’, whose performances as Dysart for twelve weeks in the Shaffer play were ‘absolutely bloody dreadful’, Burton’s style redolent ‘too much of the pulpit and the pub.’ No doubt – but when Burton had said, ‘Lear is a Welshman,’ perhaps one of the reasons for his avoiding being in any actual stage production was a belief he’d already had his fill of the character. ‘Fuck you, I am Lear,’ he’d been heard to say; and if he fully, if melodramatically, identified with the angry monarch (‘I am, after all, the kind of authentic dark voice of my tortured part of the world, Wales’), it’s because as a star Burton had been hedged about with a retinue – he and Taylor (Queen Lear: not a role Shakespeare got around to conceiving, unless she was Lady Macbeth who’d somehow survived, moved south and remarried, as Taylor always survived and remarried) would turn up, expecting hospitality, expecting to be received. ‘I drove Richard . . . to the North Gower Country Club, introduced him to the delighted landlord and some of the staff,’ remembered David Jenkins, his brother, of a return journey of the prodigal. One envisages Lear’s knights, with jangling bridles. On another occasion they are in Cecil Road, Gowerton, where ‘it was still quite an event . . . having Elizabeth Taylor to tea.’ Her knee-length suede boots matched the colour of the sitting-room carpet. When she stood up, it was as if half of her had disappeared. And if it is about nothing else, King Lear explores issues of family commitment, family secrets – in Burton’s case, the horror of his daughter Jessica’s concealment in a mental home and then the puzzle of his brother Ivor’s death, and whether he, Burton, was culpable. (I think he was.)


Lear, the man, is thoroughly forthright, wanting his needs and comfort met without question. If Burton and Taylor took a commercial flight, they purchased all the first-class seats, so as to have the cabin to themselves – a very money-no-object, imperial thing to do, which I can imagine Lear doing, or any similar dictator. If he suspects he has been crossed, or mildly discountenanced, Lear quickly recourses to bombastic language (‘Come not between the dragon and his wrath’), whether in the court or on the heath, where the storms and thunder crashes are a mixture of inner and external rages. ‘Lear,’ said Burton, ‘when he lets off steam, when he really lets go, is utterly Welsh’ – and he himself could bang about in a similar fashion. The actor surprised and surpassed even himself on occasion – for instance in July 1969, as Henry VIII, shooting a scene for Anne of the Thousand Days: ‘I went over the top . . . I had to say to an actor called Marne Maitland, “Get out! Limp back to Rome and tell His Holiness the Pope that I will have the marriage annulled. Get out. Get out. Get out.” The last “get out” was delivered with such murderous virulence and at the top of my voice that Mr Maitland’s feet left the ground and he tripped and fell down.’ As in art, so in life. Taylor said her influence on him was only marginal: ‘He’s not less volatile. He just chooses when and where to be volatile with more discrimination,’ as if that were feasible. In his diary, Burton was more liable to recognise a less discriminating Lear-like crack-up: ‘There are times when I think I am slightly out of my mind’ (May 1969), and drinking aided the process easily enough. ‘I am drinking too much,’ he recorded that same month, ‘and though I like to drink I have a fear that eventually it might affect my brain. Already, I’ve noticed, it has affected my memory. Or maybe I am getting old.’ He was forty-three. That summer, in Puerto Vallarta, drinking ‘tequila after tequila’ only led to marital bickering and ‘venomous malice’. Four years earlier, in May 1965, Burton had reflected, ‘I am drinking too steadily – lunchtime and dinnertime . . . Am still a bundle of nerves.’


Burton was like a broken-down king without a kingdom, fumbling with a chalice, adrift in hotel suites, private yachts, executive jets – and in the end I think I agree with him. He never did Lear – so what? He was Lear. But everyone was tantalised for decades. ‘One hopes, one thinks, he must play Lear,’ said Warren Mitchell, who served with Burton in the RAF. ‘The prize he was pursuing was King Lear,’ wrote Keith Baxter in his memoirs. Baxter met a disconsolate Burton in the Italian Alps, where Taylor, in 1973, was starring in Ash Wednesday, and Burton was at a loose end. In an interview transcribed in Acting in the Sixties (1970), Burton told Kenneth Tynan the only role he ‘longed to appear in on the stage’ was Lear. ‘I have to go back and face that live audience. With a bit of luck, maybe in five years.’ (In five years he instead was in an uncompleted and lost film called Jackpot, with Charlotte Rampling.) In October 1969, Burton had mentioned a thoroughly implausible scheme, whereby ‘I shall play King Lear in East Germany with the Berliner Ensemble in German.’ He was going to ‘learn it phonetically’. A year earlier he’d come up with another impossible dream: ‘What I’d like to do now . . . is King Lear and then just disappear from view.’ Ten years later, when ‘I have to play Lear as a kind of obligation,’ he said he ‘knew the play by heart,’ and having, as John Dexter complained, ‘already wasted so much of my time,’ another director’s name came up – Elia Kazan. Burton backed out of that commitment as he didn’t want to do matinees. Another excuse was the money was inadequate. When Liza Todd brought her future husband Hap Tivey to meet the family in Gstaad – they were married in 1984 and divorced in 2003 – Burton, noticing a copy of King Lear on the shelf in their bedroom, started reciting quite extensively from the play. ‘What the fuck is going on here?’ wondered Tivey, who was a conceptual artist specialising in light installations.


The other role he eluded was Prospero, though he did play Ferdinand (at Stratford in 1951 – Michael Redgrave the magus) and Caliban (at The Old Vic in 1953 – Michael Hordern the magus). Ideas for a film went nowhere. Sir John Gielgud, the putative director, found an ideal location for The Tempest in Tobago, another in Japan, and tried to seduce Burton with a landscape that was, he said in 1967, ‘sometimes sand . . . sometimes rocks, with strange tracts of deserted scrub . . . shadowy woods and jungles, changing to marshes and dangerous pools – strange animals and insects.’ Nevill Coghill, collaborator on Doctor Faustus, mentioned Garnish Island, or Ilnacullin, in Bantry Bay, off the coast of Eire: ‘Marvellous lights and cloud effects, due to Atlantic weather conditions . . . a paradise of flowers . . . every sort of rhododendron . . . Believe it or not, there is also a rustic Italianate palace, which is just what I imagine Prospero would have conjured up for himself.’ In the telegram Burton sent in response, you can see him slithering away: ‘Tempest could not possibly begin for at least a year and a half or two years because of other commitments,’ which for the record were Boom!, Where Eagles Dare, Candy and Staircase. In the autumn of 1982, Anthony Quayle, Falstaff to Burton’s Hal at the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, Stratford, thirty years earlier, had rather hopelessly begun wanting to interest and enlist Burton in his new Compass Company – with Burton meant to play Prospero in Leicester and Manchester, before arriving at The Old Vic. Quayle visited Burton at Céligny early in 1983. He turned up again in New York, during the run of Private Lives. Burton did nothing but prevaricate: ‘Let’s talk about it tomorrow.’


Lear-like, Prospero-esque: Burton had absorbed the lines and words, and something about his refusal to play these roles officially (‘Of course,’ he said, two months before he died, ‘people are always trying to shove me back into doublet and hose’) reveals him totally. They’d entered his imagination, extending into all areas of his life and existence, and to put on a costume and move around on a stage or film studio, surrounded by a cast, a crew, an audience, doing things and declaiming for effect, striking attitudes and poses – he’d be like an animal in captivity, and all this was compromising, standardising. Shakespeare (‘There was hardly a line there I didn’t immediately know but seeing the miraculous words in print again doomed me to a long trance of nostalgia, a stupor of melancholy,’ he wrote in 1970) was Burton’s way of looking at the world, its shadows and reflections. He was as Lear or Prospero in his sense of loss and his exiles, the torment of multiple separations – from his mother and Pontrhydyfen; from his elder sister and Taibach, when he was scooped up by Philip Burton; from the Welsh language, when his education was in English; from the working class to Oxford’s and the RAF’s officer class; from the West End to Hollywood stardom; from Sybil Williams, the first wife, to Taylor; and with Taylor from everything else to world fame.


His later partners, Suzy Hunt and Sally Hay (his widow) were Cordelia figures, or Mirandas, nursing an old devil prematurely decrepit with sciatica pains, limps, arm and shoulder stiffness, gout. ‘When I met her,’ he said of Suzy, whom he married in August 1976, ‘I was on the edge of self-destruction and Suzy changed my life.’ She got rid of Burton’s sycophantic staff, redecorated Céligny, installed bookshelves. Nevertheless, people thought she was ‘insane concerning the subject of Elizabeth Taylor’, and a photograph of Taylor with Burton had to be cut out by hand by the usherettes from ninety thousand Camelot programmes. She played the piano and Burton read ten hours a day. Unable to cope with his alcoholism, Suzy eventually delivered him to his sister Cecilia’s house in Hadley Wood, and left him there. As for Sally, ‘I couldn’t believe life could be so good to me,’ said Burton, when he married her in Las Vegas, in July 1983. ‘She can do everything,’ he announced, ‘cook, type, do shorthand’ – none of these on the face of it Taylor’s accomplishments.


Burton was good at playing soldiers, military philosophers of action and purpose (The Desert Rats, Alexander the Great, Bitter Victory, The Longest Day, etc.); and when young he’d excelled as Henry V, Coriolanus, Hamlet, Othello, Philip the Bastard in King John, authoritarian sorts who can do what they want (and who are dead at the finish) – but doing what you want can involve anarchy, and the realisation dawns, like for Lear, or Prospero on his island, that society, order, decency, reliability, the system of values and conventions one has lived by, are lies, fictions; are sham, easily disposed of – by ‘oak-cleaving thunderbolts’ (Lear), ‘the sharp wind of the north’ (Prospero); and in Burton’s case, by the appearance of Taylor in his life, when she split him like an atom. ‘He loved Elizabeth; he also loved Sybil,’ said Robert Hardy. ‘He would have loved to have been married to both of them,’ said Burton’s brother, Graham. But love mystified him, as it mystified Taylor, too. For them it was something obsessive, psychotic, maimed, disturbed, haunted. ‘I wish I didn’t love people,’ Burton said in December 1968. ‘And I wish I didn’t shout at people.’ Burton and Taylor’s apparent entwinement actually involved disagreement and discord. ‘I was mad with guilt – or just plain mad,’ was Burton’s summary of their courtship, during Cleopatra, when he was torn between conflicting emotions, filled with disunities and divisions and dissatisfactions, tempted by fantasies of possession (the jewels, the antique steam yachts), whilst at the same time (as a Welsh puritan) finding hateful that which impaired his integrity. This is why, in the end, Burton strikes me as a lonely person; and the nature of the loneliness makes me continue wondering about him, because it all seems connected to his curious reluctance, or ambivalence, about being an actor, as if what he disliked was the dissimulation and display, and what he most required was a means of avoiding exposure – exactly the dilemma of Alec Leamas, in The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, one of Burton’s finest characterisations, who to operate as a double agent and assume an identity to fool Moscow Centre has to identify with what he has invented: ‘the restless uncertainty, the protective arrogance concealing shame were not approximations, but extensions of qualities he actually possessed . . . When alone, he remained faithful to these habits . . . Only very rarely . . . did he allow himself the dangerous luxury of admitting the great lie that he lived,’ to quote John le Carré’s novel.


Burton was one of those, who as Iago might say, ‘keeps yet his heart attending on himself’. He preferred to be silent, reposeful, as if the films, the acting, was something he did, and received applause (and money) for, but was against his will. ‘This is my sixtieth film,’ he told John Boorman, director of The Heretic. ‘I’ve never seen any of them except the first two. I was shocked. I was looking at my father’s face. Unbearable.’ It’s interesting, I think, that his favourite theatre was an empty one. In 1979, when appearing as Hamlet at The Old Vic, Derek Jacobi said Burton materialised in his dressing room after the show, intending to invite him out to dinner – they’d got to know each other when Jacobi had a small role in The Medusa Touch, made the previous year. ‘He waited while I changed, and as we were leaving he said, “Do you mind if we go up on stage? I haven’t stood on a stage for twenty-odd years.” It was a very moving experience for him, and tears filled his eyes.’ Dick Cavett had a similar encounter in New York, the following year. Burton, wearily playing King Arthur in Camelot, wiped off the make-up, made his way with his guest out of the darkened playhouse, stopped near a work-light, and, ‘his coat draped over one shoulder, gazed out at the empty house, tilted his head back, and with the famous, full-chiming resonance, began, “O, for a muse of fire, that would ascend / The brightest heaven of invention.” ’ Henry V’s Prologue, moreover, more than a set piece, is about the importance of the mind’s eye; nothing exists unless thinking makes it so – ‘Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them . . . ’tis your thoughts now must deck our kings.’ What we picture (or listen to) will be superior to anything we watch – especially with Burton, as the tradition he was exposed to, raised to be in, the Victorian classical English theatre, was conscious of itself as premeditated art, constricted and formal (Irving to Olivier the line of descent). Christopher Isherwood saw Henry V at The Old Vic in February 1956 and couldn’t believe what a museum piece it was: ‘When the Chorus swirled his cloak, a cloud of dust flew out of it.’ But Burton was a revelation, ‘often very moving.’ Isherwood and Don Bachardy would have walked out, ‘but ended by being glad we’d stayed, because of Burton. I am amazed to find him so good.’


It was Taylor who showed him another way, her Pop Art gaudiness and smeared pigment contrasting with his Pre-Raphaelite fancy methods where, as it were, one weighed one’s words. If annoyed with him, Taylor could always cry sarcastically, ‘I’m always fascinated to know what a wonderful stage actor you were,’ her use of the past tense or pluperfect a blow, as well as the implication being classical theatre avoids carelessness, avoids awkwardness, is unlikely to persuade us into any kind of intimacy – and it’s true Burton (as Alec Leamas in The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, Paul Andros in The V.I.P.s, as Thomas à Becket, and Dysart in Equus) will always cut us off (Burton had a secretive quality), and in 1977 he was heard to say he’d like to be invisible really, observing and recording, ‘to be able to do that in absolute anonymity would be very desirable.’ Remove the human element from King Lear and The Tempest and what remains? Look at the language, as Burton did. About people’s misfortunes there’s nothing to be done. What lasts is the sound of the sea, larks ascending on treeless mountaintops, weeds flourishing in the green corn, burdocks, hemlocks, nettles, cuckoo-flowers.


*


From roles he never played on stage or film to a person he never was (unless it’s Caliban looking at himself in the mirror): Rachel Roberts, who in his diaries Burton calls ‘Maniacal . . . totally demented . . . stupendously drunk . . . totally uncontrollable . . . a mad case of alcoholism.’ On one occasion, Roberts stripped naked, flashed her pubes at sailors (‘I can take any three of you’) and molested a basset hound. ‘Outrage in Rachel’s case has now become normal,’ wrote Burton in 1968, when he additionally noted her ‘very cheap-looking dyed blonde hair.’ Roberts, an oratorical actress, as Burton was an oratorical actor, and both of them self-lacerating, was Ceres when he’d been Ferdinand in The Tempest, at Stratford, in 1951, and she doubled the roles of Mistress Quickly (the mother-figure) and Alice (one of the spoils of war) in Burton’s Henry V, at The Old Vic, in 1955 and 1956, with Isherwood in the Dress Circle. During that season, Roberts was also Bianca, when Burton and John Neville alternated the playing of Othello and Iago – on at least one occasion ‘after celebrating too well one lunchtime’, both turning up on stage blacked-up. ‘The audience noticed nothing unusual,’ believed William Donaldson, ‘nor did Burton and Neville.’ Rachel Roberts is Burton’s careworn wife in the television play, A Subject of Scandal and Concern, broadcast in November 1960.


Roberts was born in Llanelli, in 1927, two years after Burton’s birth in Pontrhydyfen, twenty-three miles to the east. Roberts was the daughter of a Baptist minister, the Reverend Richard Rhys Roberts, and though she yearned, as a child, for a more exotic and dramatic world than was on offer in South Wales – she fancied dressing up; she wanted to be noticed – Roberts was always tormented by a puritan conscience, which made her ill at ease in Hollywood, mistrustful of success and happiness; the puritan conscience that dictates ‘everything I did was wrong’. As she wrote in her own diary, ‘Yes, I have a sweetness and a warmth and intelligence and talent, but I have also a devastating psychological flaw that is finally crippling me.’ The roles for which she is best known – Albert Finney’s mistress Brenda in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1960) and Richard Harris’ mistress Mrs Hammond in This Sporting Life (1963) – capture Roberts’ turmoil. She’s the headmistress whose pupils vanish in Picnic at Hanging Rock (1977) and Wendy Hiller’s Teutonic companion in Murder on the Orient Express (1975), where Finney is Poirot.


Roberts could portray women whose brief pleasure had to be followed by endless bleak punishment. As Richard Gere, who played another of her younger lovers, in Yanks (1979), was to comment, ‘I always sensed something fragile about her, tensed up, ready to snap.’ Fully aware that, temperamentally, she was ‘personally adrift and promiscuous and unstable’, in 1955, after graduating from RADA, and with stints in Rep in Swansea and at Stratford, Roberts married the character actor Alan Dobie, in the hope he’d bring her a steadying domestic calm. Unfortunately, not only does life not operate like that, ‘Alan’s dourness was beginning to depress me,’ and in her search for colour and raciness she latched on to Rex Harrison.


They met during a production of Chekhov’s Platonov at the Royal Court in Sloane Square, in October 1960 – ‘Rex cut such a dash . . . There was something Edwardian about him, something silky and ruffled’ – and Roberts’ love for him had an intensity which oscillated with hatred: ‘Days of deep shock, rage, anger, terror, relief and hope.’ Was she too domineering for him? Was there too much berserk energy? Their wedding was in Genoa in 1962, when Harrison was in Italy making Cleopatra, but a chill soon descended – Roberts hit him with a shoe and had assignations with the chauffeur. ‘My large personality needed Rex’s existence,’ she said, but his exalted status and stardom only served to rub in Roberts’ feelings of inadequacy. Harrison didn’t like to mix with audiences or the ordinary public. He was driven in a Rolls to Warner Brothers. He had prestige and power – and Roberts fed off this, and loathed herself for doing so: walking through the mimosas in the South of France, travelling first class on the Golden Arrow and the Rome Express, swishing into The Dorchester lobby in furs: ‘I basked in the sun.’ Crammed with contradictions, Roberts, who in Llanelli had known only an outside lavatory, lapped up the luxury and celebrity, whilst also saying she despised it – fame cut a person off from warmth and honesty and was ‘pathetic and paltry’. She also yearned to be a leading lady and then disliked the vanity of such an ambition. She had strong features, which though never beautiful, were not improved by plastic surgery. There was a noisy scene after the premiere of A Flea in Her Ear, in 1968, in which Roberts had appeared with Rex. When the press photographers preferred to focus their cameras instead on the Burtons, Roberts screamed after them, as who could blame her, ‘I’m the star of this fucking show not that fucking Elizabeth Taylor.’


Harrison eventually tired of the antics, which had exposed him to public humiliation – Roberts crawling around on all fours barking like a dog and biting Robert Mitchum; Roberts demanding an uncooked egg in a posh restaurant; Roberts singing Welsh rugby songs and wearing tarty clothes, such as transparent tops, suede miniskirts, hot-pants and thigh-length boots. The last straw was her misbehaviour at the royal screening of Staircase: ‘Princess Margaret had no time for Rex Harrison’s sloppy-looking, drunken, noisy wife,’ said Roberts, putting herself in the third person. They separated in December 1969, were divorced two years later, and Roberts went off her rocker. She started to swallow overdoses and was regularly having her stomach pumped. ‘I want to fucking kill him,’ she said of Harrison to a doctor at the Cedars of Lebanon Hospital. When her lawyer Aaron Frosch sent a basket of cheese, she threw it out of the window, saying the gift was ‘vulgar and pretentious’. Roberts went on Russell Harty’s chat show, called the host ‘a silly cunt’ and said of her cats, ‘all they want to do is screw.’ Harty’s other guests, Sir Peter Hall, Elton John and Barbara Cartland, fell into an embarrassed silence.


What are we to make of all this? First, Roberts was right to be indignant that were she a man, her bad behaviour would have won applause, even admiration. It irked her she should be chastised as a nuisance and for not ‘obeying the rules of civilised behaviour. Yet Rex often doesn’t. Robert Shaw didn’t. Burton didn’t. O’Toole didn’t.’ Very true. Throughout his diaries, Burton catalogues Roberts’ pissed and maudlin capers with disapproval, without reflecting on his own behaviour – and yet the similarities are troubling: the way the Welsh actor and the Welsh actress always felt harassed, had nothing to cling to, propelling themselves about, alcoholism a symptom of deeper disturbance. In fact, Burton did on one occasion see a parallel, or anyway Taylor told him that ‘last night I behaved just like Rachel Roberts. Probably I did . . .’ And throughout her own journals, which were left in the conservatory of the Los Angeles house, 2620 Hutton Drive, where she was found dead, Roberts sees nothing except resemblances (‘Poor Richard Jenkins – snap!’): South Welsh people swept away into marriages with big international stars, and for whom paradise was lost. Roberts’ addiction to Harrison was like Burton’s for Taylor – an addiction identical to her addiction for the bottle. Roberts’ family, back in Llanelli, said of Burton, and by implication of Roberts, ‘He had everything, but he drank.’


Secondly, therefore, Roberts is a warning about what can happen if you become over-dependent: ‘I didn’t make a life of my own . . . I lived entirely through him,’ she said of Harrison, under his spell as if he’d literally had her conjured. A decade after the divorce, she was still dreaming of a reconciliation: ‘I still love my special, dynamic, silly, crusty, unbearable Rex.’ Her connection with the past, by some quirk of fate, was Sybil Burton, whom she’d known since Stratford, in 1951, when Roberts was in Henry IV, Part II and Burton was Hal. Twenty years on, everyone’s marriages having sprung apart, and Sybil and Roberts now neighbours in California, Roberts attempted to reminisce: ‘Come on, Syb, don’t tell me you don’t grieve for those days?’ ‘Absolutely not!’ said Sybil, refusing to be drawn. Another one who wanted to bring up the past was Kenneth Williams. ‘We sat there,’ he said in May 1964, ‘with fags and glasses of sherry, grimacing and giggling for hours, gossiping about the divorce and Taylor and Richard . . . [Sybil] never loses that sense of perspective, or her ability to send everything up, including herself. So nothing is tragic.’ Nor was anything comic, in the sense of light-hearted. Sybil’s cheerful and stoical front was regularly mistaken for resignation, almost relief. I don’t think this was ever so. What Sybil did recall was that Harrison had lent Taylor and Burton his Portofino villa, when they were conducting their affair during Cleopatra. Roberts, likewise, was upset about this, that her ex-husband had given use of the place to ‘that man and his woman,’ and it preyed on her mind – she didn’t want Sybil thinking she’d been complicit. It’s 1978, fifteen years later, and she keeps apologising to Sybil – it’s all a means, obviously, of keeping being able to work Harrison into the conversation. Roberts thought Sybil organised and confident, and she envied her this – Sybil held down an ordinary job to fill the working week (a manuscript reader at International Creative Management), she’d raised a family: ‘She knows nothing of genuine loneliness. I know she’s suffered great pain, too . . . Talk to her about Rex, I suppose that reminds her of Burton.’


Finally, there is Roberts’ Welshness – the chippy Celtic strain uneasy (as Lindsay Anderson neatly saw it) with Anglo-Saxon cool. (Anderson scattered Roberts’ ashes upon the Thames – mingling them with the ashes of Jill Bennett.) Comparing her fate with that of Burton, Roberts said they’d become ‘croppers in the eyes of the world’, because though they’d wanted to impress, actually they were ‘insecure, cursed with feelings of inadequacy’. Despite manifest gifts and public recognition (Roberts won BAFTAs and was nominated for Oscars), ‘underneath, the uncertainties and the instabilities bubbled away.’ There were other resemblances between Roberts and Burton, too. Dissipation, frayed nerves, adrift from one’s origins, an inability to settle. The Welsh are supreme at being actors and actresses because flamboyance is suppressed; it is the guilty secret, which bursts out now and again in lunatic ways, quick and fierce. There’s a sense of flight, dispersal, a splitting up of mental states. Yet what is the alternative? To be respectful and dry? The Philip Burton or Reverend Richard Rhys Roberts approach is to remain formal, poetry and drama treated as something elevated – whereas (as Burton discovered – as Isherwood noticed when he saw him perform) if any good, art is brutal and wild, as well as being clean and definite. Interestingly, Roberts and Burton each had pedagogic hankerings, as if what they had accomplished could nevertheless be transmitted or imparted – Burton wanting to be an Oxford don so he could recite Gerard Manley Hopkins and Roberts trying to lecture on King Lear at the Yale School of Drama, New Haven. Unfortunately, used by now to grand hotels, she didn’t like the shabby accommodation on offer – she was reminded of theatrical digs – and was soon slung out of academe: ‘My behaviour had been mad and terribly out of control,’ like a female Lear on the heath. Roberts killed herself in November 1980, at the age of fifty-three. The most horrible death imaginable – Nembutal, Mogadon, washed down with weedkiller. In her agony she crashed through a glass door.


She had strong feelings, was capable of real concentration. As she had said, ‘I still have emotional power, but it is locked up inside me, devastatingly, eating me alive.’ Born in Glamorganshire, in 1960, I’m not dissimilar.


*


Though it was almost comical, the way Taylor’s body played up – illness after illness: throat and bladder infections; ‘incipient ulcer, colitis and ’flu’; impaired circulation because of the tight costumes (thrombophlebitis) during Giant; ‘a congenital anomaly of the spine’; ‘severe lower back strain and possibly a ruptured intervertebral disc’ (I am quoting from Warner Brothers’ doctors’ insurance claim reports); appendicitis (how many times did she have one of those out?); ovarian cysts; adhesions from her Caesareans; a twisted lower intestine, causing retching and vomiting; tracheobronchitis; staphylococcal and/or fulminant pneumonia (which shut down Cleopatra), when she had a tracheotomy and was put on a Barnet Ventilator; hundreds of hospitalisations plus stints in the Betty Ford Center, at the Eisenhower Medical Center, Rancho Mirage (Betty Ford in person was Taylor’s sponsor), etc. – nevertheless, Taylor would never have caved in, as Roberts did. With Taylor, illness was part of her strength, a sign of vitality. ‘I get ill because I live too hard,’ she said. ‘I give too much, out of a lust for life. I never back away.’ She had pulmonary viruses, sinus infections, thrush and weight ‘issues’. There was extensive dental implant surgery. On 8 December 1956, Taylor underwent an operation at the Harkness Pavilion, New York, to replace three spinal discs with bone taken from her pelvis and hip. She said her leg was so numb, ‘it started to atrophy.’ Numerous reasons were given for the original injury: a fall on Beaverbrook’s yacht in heavy seas, when she hurt her coccyx; being bent over backwards and kissed too strenuously by Robert Taylor during Ivanhoe; or an accident during riding lessons for National Velvet. The chief consequence for Taylor, however, was the opportunity for a gruesome self-dramatising anecdote: ‘They cut away all the dead bone right down to the nerve centre.’ In February 1997, she had a brain tumour removed, which had been preceded, she said, by ‘seventeen falls, breaking my ribs and ankles,’ when she lost her balance. Taylor received 42,000 get well cards. On 18 August 1999, she endured ‘a compressive fracture of the twelfth thoracic vertebra’.


It was always as if she was about to die, but never did. Burton, meanwhile, when he was alive, would be on pins: ‘I worried a lot about Elizabeth this morning . . . and how awful it would be to lose her. I worked myself up to a rare state of misery’ (3 November 1966); ‘E. was in agony to the point of tears . . . went for X-ray of ribs. No cracks but two spots on lung . . . The most agonising hour of my life ended at approx. 1 p.m. . . . I had [been] in the most terrible fear for Elizabeth’s and my life. Sleep was no palliative . . . I love her mindlessly and hopelessly’ (4 October 1975). The lung cancer fear was immediately discounted by the specialists, who presumably found a smudge on the radiography lens, and she always bounced back. When she had phlebitis in her right leg she reminisced, ‘The experience I had was painful, but beautiful, too.’ She was never so prostrate she couldn’t apply lip gloss in the ambulance. Only occasionally would Burton suspect her of hypochondria. Taylor was ‘in such pain that I fancy she’s going to end up in a wheelchair,’ he wrote on 14 December 1968. She was drinking, taking too many tablets, ‘ill only when she chose to be’ – and the moment The Only Game in Town was completed, and she got to Gstaad for Christmas, she was leaping about, throwing snowballs. Then Burton says she was only ‘semi-articulate’ come the evenings, because of the drugs she’d been prescribed – in 1985, a year after Burton’s death, Taylor was declared long addicted to Percodan (oxycodone hydrochloride), Hycodan (hydrocodone bitartrate), Demerol (meperidine hydrochloride), Dilaudid (hydromorphone hydrochloride), Morphine Sulfate (an opioid) and Halcion (a benzodiazepine derivate). In 1982, two years before Burton’s demise, Taylor swallowed six hundred pills during an average sixteen-day period.


She was meant to be a goddess, after all, and goddesses can’t die – Taylor was affronted by the idea of genuine death, consigning such an event to her film roles. For example, the sickly girl in Cynthia (1947), whose pampering parents intensify her ailments – ‘a modern teenage Camille,’ according to the studio synopsis; all the way to Cleopatra’s stage-managing of her own death, the terminally ill Sissy Goforth in Boom! and the woman seeking someone to kill her in The Driver’s Seat, which is sometimes known as Identikit. In contrast to the plethora of deathbed scenes, Taylor’s own strength and indestructability (‘I’ve been through it all, baby. I’m Mother Courage. I’ll be dragging my sable coat behind me in old age’) could almost work against her. Though now and again desperate and miserable, she rather luxuriated in her own anguish – and I never feel I pity her. There’s too much savagery and pride. For Taylor’s own life was so unlike the life the rest of us lead, or are told we should lead – all her illnesses, all her marriages, all her crown jewels (Laurence Harvey said, ‘Her health was her favourite subject after diamonds’) – yet there’s nothing genuinely camp about her, either, despite her flamboyance and the association with homosexuals, to whom she was attentive: Montgomery Clift, Rock Hudson, Roddy McDowall, Franco Zeffirelli, Frankie Howerd – Taylor to Frankie: ‘Did anyone ever tell you that you are the funniest man in the world?’ Frankie to the assembled company: ‘What a nice lady, and so intelligent.’


With everything done on an operatic scale, did Zeffirelli find her similar to Callas, when he put her in Young Toscanini? Self-destructive, but only seemingly: Taylor always survived. Furthermore, her vulgarity was not contrived. Taylor had a naturalness that’s the antithesis of camp. (I don’t think Burton would have tolerated camp, either.) With Taylor, there’s more of a fairy-tale element, as if she’s a creature who has only borrowed human shape and form – there’s something about her that’s elemental, from the forest floor. In 1945, her mother had been telling the Los Angeles Times that her daughter ‘whinnies like a horse, and she also chirps like a squirrel and makes bird noises,’ rather than display human speech. As Cleopatra she is surrounded by cat, ibis and serpent imagery. In BUtterfield 8 she sniffs perfume bottles and picks over discarded clothes, as if silently examining a fox’s earth. Secret Ceremony sees Taylor go through a wardrobe filled with furs. She puts on different coloured wigs, her face reproduced in mirrors and glass cabinets, silver-backed hairbrushes and the blade of a knife. She’s an animal in her den, selecting clothes, dressing and undressing, checking her reflection, like a deer in a pool, or when she is Martha in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, poking about in the fridge, chewing the leftovers, Taylor is openly feral. I can’t think of any other actress whose lengthy scenes are quite so inconsequential, devoid of the dramatic – and Taylor does seem oblivious, like a creature unaware of when it is being observed, snuffling and going about its business in its natural habitat, where there is no need for speech, only little grunts and snores. X, Y & Zee is similar: costumes and plumage. Orange fringes, yellow ponchos, purple capes with triangular tassels, lime-green bodices and beads abound. In the film, the sadomasochistic erotic games with Michael Caine, the emotional choreography, is that of birds of paradise going through a mating ritual, probing and rejecting, with Taylor emptying and filling suitcases, in constant jiggling, jouncing motion, literally and figuratively flighty. ‘You love the uncertainty,’ she tells her partner. ‘You don’t know what I’m going to do today, and neither do I.’ We also see Taylor out in the street, kicking dustbins over – a hell-cat.


Taylor had an affinity with animals, more than with men – Burton delighted, incidentally, during their erotic vagrancies, in watching her ‘become the animal that all men seek in their women’, and when, in his diaries, and elsewhere, he goes into rhapsodies about ‘your smell and your paps . . . and your round belly and the exquisite softness of the inside of your thighs,’ I not only visualise a smirking, heaving Gloucestershire Old Spot sow, I also realise, once I’ve got over what Kingsley Amis called, in reference to intercourse, ‘the horror or nastiness of it all’, that when it comes to explicit sexual description, a little goes a long way. But my point here is not any of that – it’s to affirm Taylor’s identification with hostile and beautiful creatures, which crouch unblinking in the steaming woods and jungles: her pet monkeys, parrots and bush babies. In her early phase, her pets included a springer spaniel, a cocker spaniel, a golden retriever, a pair of poodles (one black, one white), two cats, a squirrel, two horses and a chipmunk, Nibbles, who was her swain. ‘He is happy with me,’ she said, ‘He keeps showing me that he is. Can you wonder that I love him so much?’ I do wonder, in fact, and, indeed, much needing to be known about Taylor’s psychology can be found in or inferred from Nibbles and Me, a short book she wrote out studiously in pencil and illustrated, and which in 1946 was published by Duell, Sloan & Pearce Inc. Taylor renewed the copyright in 1974. There was a second edition, with an Introduction and ‘additional illustrations’, in October 2002. The project clearly meant a lot. Taylor had composed it originally, she explained, as ‘a thirteen-year-old girl . . . leaving childhood behind.’ Whether she ever did leave childhood behind is a big question, and in 1946 she was fourteen, not thirteen, yet nevertheless, Nibbles and Me is like something the friendless person in The Secret Garden would produce, or the girl in The Nutcracker, and Taylor, aged seventy when the book was reprinted, evidently felt it was important to remind everyone, ‘Over the years, animals have remained my sweetest and most cherished friends.’


Nibbles is a North American rodent with a striped pelt, and you long to squash him with a boot or knock the little fucker sharply on the head with a stick; but he also could be an allegory or premonition of any of Taylor’s husbands, the way she coos over his antics, weeps over accidents and disasters. Nibbles, ‘venturesome and curious’, falls down the lavatory, hops in a bubble bath (‘Poor Nibbles, wet and shivering’), investigates a snake’s nest, gets stuck in drains and pipes and explores under the floorboards. Throughout there is this unrestrained emotionalism – uninhibited and sincere, and not a little mad. When Nibbles reappears, after his numerous scrapes, ‘We were speechless. We just sat there on the floor with our hearts brimming with thankfulness.’ Referring to herself with the plural pronoun, Taylor might be making a regal proclamation. She is convinced she can talk to animals, commune with them – rabbits, turtles, snakes, baby lambs, guinea pigs and kittens. And when she remembers her earliest childhood, there’s a J.M. Barrie preciousness: ‘It was like going to bed in fairyland with the windows all wide open and the firelight flickering on the ceilings and walls.’ Sounds dangerous and combustible to me – cold draughts, naked flames.


Nibbles came Taylor’s way when she was making Courage of Lassie, at Lake Chelan, and befriended the wrangler. ‘I’ll never forget how thrilled I was when he put that soft furry little thing in my hand.’ Fancy. Taylor constructed a cage of logs and turf, ‘with berries, nuts, seeds, apples, grapes and brown bread’ for Nibbles to eat – a green and gold affair, with an exercise wheel, a sort of Oliver Messel Suite for chipmunks. Unfortunately, Nibbles is crushed by a door: ‘My heart was broken.’ Taylor cried her eyes out, ‘and then I knew that in reality there is no death,’ not because she’d been vouchsafed a metaphysical vision to rival anything in the gospels, but because it was plain Nibbles could easily be replaced – chipmunks are pretty much identical. She captured at least seven Nibbles duplicates, in the same way Taylor went through eight wedding ceremonies, two of them with Burton. ‘He will never grow up and never grow old,’ Taylor said of her Peter Pan-ish succession of rodents, whom she kept in her pocket, took on the train, and kept on ‘a lovely long gold chain . . . with a dear little gold ring on one end for my finger and a collar for Nibs on the other with a nameplate on it.’ Is that how Nicky, Mike Wilding, Mike Todd, Eddie, Burton, Senator Warner and Larry Fortensky (‘a blue-collar boy of Polish extraction,’ in the description of Nobel Laureate Joseph Brodsky) reckoned they were treated? Alternately pushed around and pampered, at least until the time came to put them in the wrong?


Taylor put down sunflower seeds and pine nuts for Nibbles, saw him fight off other chipmunks – his nose and leg were nearly chewed off – and when he goes missing, ‘My head and my heart were bursting with agony . . . Can you imagine how I felt? I wanted to go off and cry and cry. I felt shaky all over.’ The only comparable moments I can discern (what follows is only a selection) are when Todd was killed in the plane crash – ‘She’s screaming like a maniac,’ said her butler, Dick Hanley; ‘She’s lost the will to live,’ said her doctor, Rex Kennamer; ‘Mike, Mike! You can’t leave me here alone!’ said Taylor herself, falling on top of the coffin, at the Waldheim Cemetery in Chicago. Or then there was the death of James Dean, her co-star in Giant, who crashed his Porsche 550 Spyder near Cholame in San Luis Obispo County – Taylor was immediately indisposed and suffered from ‘extreme nervous tension’ and ‘extreme mental duress’ as a consequence, according to a studio physician’s memo, copied to the insurance adjustors, Toplis & Harding. A surgical procedure on her ovaries in 1957, preventing further pregnancies, a tubal ligation, was ‘the worst shock of my life. Like being killed.’ The courtship with Burton was ‘terrible heartache . . . There was terrible pain . . . What ballooned the unbelievably insane quality of everything was the insanity going on at the Cleopatra set every day. They would actually misplace fifteen hundred spears.’ Everything about her involved hyperbole. ‘I love Richard Burton with every fibre of my soul,’ she told the press in 1974, announcing not union and harmony but their first divorce. That’s how she was. The terminal pancreatic cancer of Laurence Harvey, the male lead in BUtterfield 8 and Night Watch, set her off, which irritated Harvey’s oncologist (‘She struck me as very, very shallow, interested only in her own feelings and not anyone else’s’) as well as Harvey himself, the dying man finding the way Taylor went on about ‘life and death’ in his wretched presence thoroughly egocentric. She even tried to climb into bed with him, despite the tubes and drips. ‘He was one of those people I really loved in this world,’ Taylor told reporters, when Harvey joined the Choir Invisible, in November 1973, aged forty-five. ‘He was part of the sun.’ Taylor organised an Episcopal Memorial Service, even though Harvey was a Lithuanian Jew. ‘I can’t believe I’ll never see him again. I just can’t believe it.’


Death, love, loss – it all came back to Nibbles. When she decided to release Nibbles back into the wild, she asked her brother, Howard, ‘to help me be strong and not mind about the heartache . . . The world at that moment seemed so black and empty.’ Taylor went to her mother, ‘and the tears rolled down both our cheeks . . . I couldn’t stop crying. I knew I would cry for days but that didn’t matter,’ because she enjoyed it really, never felt better in her life. Taylor enjoyed disaster, illness, drunkenness, drugs, violence, lechery, insults and acrimony. Taylor’s mother, by the way, Sara, spent her last years in a Rancho Mirage condo, playing cards with Zsa Zsa Gabor’s mother. Sara died on 11 September 1994, aged ninety-nine.


It had been Taylor’s dream to advance from a chipmunk to an elephant. Travelling to the Far East with Victor Luna, one of her post-Burton partners, she saw an elephant and wanted Luna to buy it. ‘No, Elizabeth. You can’t take an elephant home,’ he said. Luna wasn’t to last. In 1991, Taylor gave a five-ton elephant, named Gypsy, to Michael Jackson, for the private zoo at the Neverland ranch. The sinister compound, with its funfair and floral clock, and with the interior walls painted the colour of Taylor’s eyes (‘The painters never stopped mixing colours, but they never got it exactly right’ – how hard is lavender to achieve?), was abandoned in 2005, in the wake of Jackson’s trials and tribulations. The zoo dispersed, Tippi Hedren taking the tigers. Nobody knows what happened to Gypsy.


*


What do famous people become in the end? A series of shocking and for preference discreditable feature articles in a tabloid-shaped newspaper? A re-heated obituary page? A policeman’s unadorned reconstruction of actions and whereabouts, as if used in evidence at the magistrates’ court? The autopsy report, with statistics about the state of livers and kidneys? Public appearances as raw material for novelists and playwrights, who turn history into a narrative plot, with a bit of clever psychological analysis shoved in? Signed photographs, lost in a drawer? How fast household names require explanatory footnotes. I recently saw a reference to ‘the comedian Terry-Thomas’, to distinguish him, I imagine, from the professional wrestler Terry-Thomas or the chemical engineer from Hove Terry-Thomas. Of the narrators hired to be alongside Taylor for That’s Entertainment, in 1974, the feature-length compilation of highlights from the MGM archives, who remembers Bing Crosby, Donald O’Connor, James Stewart or Mickey Rooney, at least in any detail – except for the likes of me? Such was the force of Taylor’s personality, however, in a film where she had only a silent cameo, as Lola Comante, the President’s procuress, in Winter Kills, she still somehow takes over, permeates. In this silly story by Richard Condon about the Kennedy assassination (corrupt cops, mobsters, spy networks – everybody bumping everyone else off), Taylor descends a staircase and surveys the guests at a party; watches a helicopter land; is in an office having her offers of financial assistance rebuffed – and we note those lips, those eyes, plus her white hats made from orchid stamens. She’s like something from a botanical garden. Uncredited in the title sequence, Taylor, by 1979, was so famous, she didn’t require any announcement – she briefly materialises and dematerialises, like a night bloom. The cinematographer, Vilmos Zsigmond, invented a special lens to slim her down.


Burton, too, made visitations. In a blood-red outfit he’s a man in a bar in the zany What’s New Pussycat? to whom Peter O’Toole bemusedly says, ‘Give my love to what’s-her-name.’ He’s also ‘himself’ in an episode of The Fall Guy, ‘Reluctant Travelling Companion’, broadcast on 24 November 1982. Lee Majors’ Colt, a part-time bounty hunter and part-time stuntman, who to pursue (or escape) baddies in Seventies suits has regularly to dangle off helicopters, which are thankfully never far off the ground, and leap upon lorries speeding at a snail’s pace, is taking a woman criminal to face justice, three thousand miles by train from Philadelphia to Los Angeles. Burton is the man in the next compartment, trying to study a script. ‘You’re Richard Burton!’ says Colt. ‘Lower your voice. I’m incognito,’ says Burton, his own voice so deep and growly, the bass notes resonate more than the big steel wheels gripping the polished tracks. The woman criminal is herself a banshee. She screams and bites, won’t shut up. Burton assumes rape and kidnap are under way, or a kinky sex game – he sees Colt has been using handcuffs. Burton must be disturbed by the racket half-a-dozen times, keeps coming in and out to make a complaint, his courtesy getting increasingly sarcastic. Finally, he is knocked unconscious by the woman criminal, played by one Mary-Margaret Humes, who mistakes Burton for someone else, though we are not told whom. When he comes round, the black steward brings him an ice-pack and a bottle of Scotch.


The programme is clumsy, cheap-looking, plastic, and in his ‘Special Appearance’ as himself, Burton is stiff and awkward, looking at best bashful in a white blouse, blue slacks and red cravat. It is the case, I think, that when they are ‘themselves’, celebrities become strangers to themselves, silly and self-conscious. Never more so than when Burton and Taylor played Burton and Taylor in Here’s Lucy, aired on 14 September 1970. Lucille Ball is hard to take on any day of the week, her frog-voiced yelps and contrived slapstick, her (in Burton’s brilliant phrase) ‘false ecstasy of amusement’. The idea, in ‘Lucy Meets the Burtons’, is that to escape his hordes of fans, Burton, fed up of being stuck in a hotel room, has to disguise himself as a plumber. Lucy thinks he’s a real plumber and insists he immediately comes into her office to mend her ‘faucet’, or what I’d think of as her tap. Hilarious misunderstandings ensue, as Lucy is the only person in the world in 1970 not to recognise who this man really is – her ‘partner’ Gale Gordon, expostulating in a Peter Glaze manner, is dumbfounded when he finds Burton hunched over the washbasin with a plunger: ‘It’s you!’ he says, and starts quoting cod Shakespeare. Burton, in turn, quotes (badly – though the studio audience applauds respectfully) from Richard II (‘Let us sit upon the ground and tell sad stories of the death of kings’), and Lucy remains unconvinced: ‘You’d better stick to your plumbing,’ she says, pulling a face. It’s time for the actor to unmask himself: ‘I’m Richard Burton,’ he announces. ‘Oh, and I’m Elizabeth Taylor!’ replies Lucy. ‘Believe me, you’re not,’ says Burton, which gets a mild laugh. The next thing we know, Lucy has got the Krupp Diamond stuck on her finger, ‘and now my knuckle is all swollen.’ She squawks a lot, pulls many more faces; Gale expostulates even more, like Peter Glaze with toothpaste in his eye, and Burton expects a fearful bollocking from his spouse, as ‘I’d promised Elizabeth I’d get her ring fixed.’ Agreeing, finally, that Burton is who he says he is, Lucy knocks over a typewriter and chokes on her chewing gum – thoroughly pathetic stage business. After plenty of time for more of the same, she comes out with the killer line, ‘How’s the missus?’


Following the commercial break, Taylor comes on, to considerable clapping, wearing a psychedelic trouser-suit and matching headband. According to the credits, her hair was mussed by Sydney Guilaroff, who must have been specially brought out of MGM retirement, or even back from beyond the grave. Lucy tells Taylor that Burton, when impersonating a plumber, had ‘fixed’ her ‘leaky pipes’. The camera cuts very quickly away from Taylor’s reaction, in case there was a risk of innuendo. The ring immoveable on Lucy’s finger, at a subsequent party scene, Lucy has to hide behind a curtain and shove her arm in the sleeve of Taylor’s gown, pretending her hand is Taylor’s hand – the false arm gags are like Dr. Strangelove or Harry Corbett doing Sooty. We end there, thank Christ – and basically it has been thirty minutes of caterwauling. What a combination of voices, shrill, piercing, wrenching, grinding, like a munitions factory on nights. Lucy and Taylor are so loud – and actually quite similar. They have a confrontational style. They weren’t refined in their appearance, but coarse. They had resilience, and this is what curbed, or allowed them to survive (or surmount), their recklessness. They didn’t much care what others thought of them, of their opinions and judgement. They were capable of courage, and temper. Taylor and Lucy had defiance – and the camera captured this. Nothing about them was relaxing.


Lucille Ball’s one joke was that she was very big and television is very small. For decades she dominated the medium, playing a housewife unsuccessfully seeking domestic calm, a showgirl trapped in a world of cookers, washing machines, pastry-making and (as Burton discovers) sinks. Taylor, too, was very big as a star – and Here’s Lucy diminishes her, as Burton, too, is diminished, his skin over-suntanned, burnt, his accent slipping back impatiently from grandiosity to South Welsh-Port ‘Tarlbot’. What is confirmed, also, in this example of televisual shoddiness, is how Burton did not possess a comic spirit. He had no humour, other than irony. When he laughed, e.g. in The Spy Who Came in from the Cold or as Petruchio, it is a derisive, scornful, cruel sort of snickering. His laughter is a lashing out. He cannot trifle. On the receiving end of a joke or if somebody is being obviously funny, he looks startled, bemused. He steps aside, as it were. Disengages himself. I myself, in the past, have always written about, dwelt on, comic genius – but Burton had a tragic sense of things. His element was despair, almost despondency.


*


Burton’s sidekick, the prince’s dog, Brook Williams, is in Here’s Lucy as a hotel manager. He’s dithering, effete. No wonder he rose no higher in the scheme of things than carrying Burton’s bags, opening bottles. Nevertheless, Taylor, Burton, and Brook (his character is called ‘Mr Williams’): they become Lucy’s puppets. They are turned into cartoons. The process is extended or intensified in biopics, when other people appear on screen mimicking Taylor and Burton, ostensibly as in themselves they were usually meant to have been like – but the question actually arising is: when we look at far-off periods and places, and at people moving about in those contexts, do they become more real to us, or more fictional? For when I think of them as the one, they turn into the other. When I watched Liz: The Elizabeth Taylor Story (1995), for example, I realised the Taylor and Burton story could be told with fidelity in a variety of ways, as comedy or farce or tragedy. Here, with Sherilyn Fenn as Taylor, Angus Macfadyen as Burton, and Nigel Havers as Michael Wilding, however, they opt for soap opera, with big hair and over-lit plush interiors. (It looks like a cheap hotel where business conventions take place.) People address each other by their full names, so we know who they are: ‘Spyros P. Skouras, meet Joseph L. Mankiewicz.’ And it is comical or absurd, the way Taylor goes from man to man, each time always claiming to have found the love of her life at last – but she has no idea what this means or entails. Fenn’s Taylor craves stimulation, excitement, even brute force, yet has no real feelings for others. What she mostly demonstrates is sentimentality, and a need for lots of pets – she’s often clutching a dog to her bosom. Macfadyen’s Burton is so atrocious, I thought Jerry Lewis’ nutty professor had wandered into shot. The Welshman is portrayed as a selfish bighead, awash with beer. Cast as Taylor, Fenn gives a passable impersonation of Joan Collins.


In Liz and Dick (2012), Grant Bowler’s Burton is a man determined to make a conquest – not only of Taylor, but of his accent. Bowler is Australian, I believe, possibly even a New Zealander, and his idea of being Welsh is to go in for a lot of brooding and glowering, singing hymns about Taylor’s breasts or busty substances. He pronounces Ivor as ‘Igor’, as if Burton’s brother was Frankenstein’s hunchback assistant. Everyone is in Rome, for Cleopatra, with Taylor personally bringing an end to the Golden Age of Hollywood by bankrupting Twentieth Century Fox. Burton is married with children and yet, totally arrogant, he is also proud of himself for betraying family ‘values’, for shirking tedious domestic responsibilities and for making a fool of Sybil. It is much more exciting, squiring Taylor about the place, with press photographers’ flashbulbs going off. ‘Igor’ keeps reminding him of their shared Welsh chapel background, wants Burton at least to seem torn and acknowledge a sense of duty. When ‘Igor’ is later paralysed in an accident, Burton howls, ‘I killed my brother!’ and it’s as if the path of a Greek drama has been followed, hubris never doing anyone any favours.


Taylor, meanwhile, played by Lindsay Lohan, is interested only in cigarettes, booze, swimming pools, jewels, jets and fame. All she requires from life is one lavish treat after another. In this (interesting – plausible) interpretation, Taylor doesn’t know how to play with her children, Michael, Christopher and Liza, because she’s never been a child – only a child actress. There’s also an erotic dimension to her habitual chaos, as Lohan’s Taylor is aroused by mess, bad behaviour, the upending of conventional rules. Only when matters are extreme can she feel anything – hence her illnesses and suicide attempts (‘How many did you take?’); hence perhaps the sheer number of her weddings. Sara Taylor [Theresa Russell]: ‘Not that I’m counting, you just ended, what, your fourth marriage?’ – Taylor: ‘Oh, who’s counting?’ To distract us from the dialogue, the clothing of the Sixties and Seventies is shoved into our gaze, the fabrics, feathers, shoes. Lohan had one hundred and seventeen costume changes.


Caricatures though the performances are, the general thesis of the biopic is one I’d concur with for this biography – that it’s not so much that Burton and Taylor’s films and performances paralleled their lives, or extended or explained their lives, but that their works replaced their lives, e.g. when Burton and Taylor were George and Martha in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? or when Burton was Bluebeard. There is an interfusion of public and private selves, also something that grew to be ugly about their relationship. Burton lost his self-worth when robbed of the Academy Award seven times. He was bad, it would seem, as was Taylor, at being out of favour – a lot of boredom, a lot of booze. In a way, or in this way among others, Burton and Taylor balanced each other out – but it was a wobbly sort of balance or pivot, vibrating, trembling. ‘Life is so made that opposites sway about a trembling centre of balance,’ wrote D.H. Lawrence, no doubt having himself and Frieda in mind (good parts for the Burtons), and that’s how it was for many of these celebrity couples, from Lucille Ball and Desi to the Duke and Duchess of Windsor. We hardly need Liz and Dick to show us how love can be an addiction, as bad as nicotine or narcotics: loving someone is not enough, they have to be loved in the right way. What’s good about love, what’s bad: this is the Burton and Taylor romance, containing tragic fire.


There’s not much tragic fire in Burton and Taylor (2013), where Dominic West and Helena Bonham Carter portrayed the megastars as playful, loopy and drunk, when in 1983 they were reunited for a final time, playing sixty-three performances of Private Lives. The trouble is, Bonham Carter and West are not drunk enough, not chaotic enough. Old Etonian West is not in the least like Burton – he’s better at being Prince Charles. He’s too courtly and sober, wholly lacking in danger. Bonham Carter relies on blowsiness. As if to prove they’d run out of imagination, the production contains lots of shots of the cast lining up and bowing before the audience, at the Lunt-Fontanne Theatre. I suppose the ingenious point to make is Burton and Taylor may have been in Private Lives, but they had no private life. Indeed, Taylor said as much, to Warhol’s Interview Magazine in November 1976: ‘Private? What makes you think my life is private?’ Public opinion was the pond in which they swam. Apparently, the entire Noël Coward production was a ruse by Taylor to get Burton back, which only emboldened him to fly to Las Vegas one weekend during rehearsals and marry Sally Hay, the continuity girl from Wagner. Taylor’s illnesses and indispositions were further stratagems.


Bonham Carter’s Taylor is controlling, rattle-brained, inconstant – all the things Taylor genuinely was when she wanted to get her way. But when watching this television drama, the Burton who kept coming to mind was Tim Burton, Bonham Carter’s partner – and Bonham Carter’s portrayal of Taylor belongs with the characterisations she gives in Planet of the Apes, Sweeney Todd, Alice in Wonderland and Dark Shadows: her odd pout and look of admonishment and surprise; her look of sudden disappointment; the way she affects to be stunned and dazed, but is actually appraising, running her big eyes over someone and summing them up. These mannerisms adapt quite straightforwardly to her idea of Taylor, who in this broadcast is a comic strip drawing of someone old and fat and rheumatic, on the brink of cracking up. Bonham Carter has also been Enid Blyton, Princess Margaret and Noele Gordon – she likes witches and monsters – and it is the easiest thing in the world to exaggerate Taylor’s hairstyles, fag-haggery and the rest. But despite the capacity for self-satire, there was an air of detachment and stewardship with the real Taylor, and this met a similar unsettling quality in (Richard) Burton. They liked giving things a shove – and this made them dangerous and frightening, in ways no biopic can capture, unless we could go back to the days of German Expressionism. Dissolves, cuts, bizarre edits.


*


The Motive and the Cue, which ran at the National Theatre between May and July 2023, and was based on Burton’s appearance on Broadway as Hamlet, in 1964, when he starred in a production directed by John Gielgud, was convoluted and contrived, frowsty. As a play about the rehearsing of a play, it was like an episode of Gogglebox, the programme where we watch other people watching television. We, the actual audience, are at such a remove, it was hard to become engaged, especially as here were actors playing other actors playing Shakespearean roles – David Tarkenter as Alfred Drake as Claudius, Janie Dee as Eileen Herlie as Gertrude. Two of the original company, William Redfield and Richard Sterne, had published behind-the-scenes books, which are what gave Jack Thorne his source material.


For it to make sense, you also needed an A Level or Open University familiarity with Hamlet, its plot and characters, from Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to Barnardo and Osric. The Motive and the Cue (the title a quotation: ‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba, / That he should weep for her? What would he do, / Had he the motive and the cue for passion / That I have ?’ Act 2, Scene 2) stopped dead periodically so everyone can listen to a recital of the famous soliloquies – and I thought, why doesn’t the National Theatre, having employed Sir Sam Mendes, simply put on Hamlet, scrap the extraneous stuff? It also helped for patrons to know who Hume Cronyn (Allan Corduner–Polonius) was, and that he was married to Jessica Tandy – so it also helped to know who Jessica Tandy was, likewise. (‘You do mention her a lot. I think it’s sweet,’ Taylor tells him in the play, slightly acidly.) I felt like Larkin, visiting a deserted church; that I was ‘one of the crew / That tap and jot and know what rood-lofts were,’ seeing and spotting esoterica. Most ticket holders at the National will, without prompting, probably have worked out that ‘Larry’ was Laurence Olivier.


The Taylor character for the most part was at a loose end in her magenta hotel suite. The role seemed shoved in, despite a spirited impersonation by Tuppence Middleton. For example, she has breakfast with Gielgud to tell him things he’d actually already have long known all about: ‘A man called Philip Burton, his teacher and the man whose name Richard took, must have been the one who brought him to see you,’ she says, before going on to mention Port Talbot. Gielgud, for the record, and I’m a pedantic old shag pointing this out, had directed and appeared on stage with Burton in The Lady’s Not for Burning (1949) and The Boy with a Cart (1950) – so he knew Burton rather better than Taylor did, even though the impression given in The Motive and the Cue is that Burton (Johnny Flynn) and Gielgud (Mark Gatiss) are encountering each other professionally for the very first time. In April 1964, Burton was thirty-eight and Gielgud sixty.


And this is built up into a clash of styles (Gielgud’s Victorian manner, linked to the Terrys and the Trees; Burton’s proletarian Welsh roughness), a clash of personality (Gielgud’s reticent homosexuality; Burton’s swaggering heterosexuality). I’m not sure there were ever quite such divisions, quite such an incompatibility. Nevertheless, this did give Jack Thorne’s play its own dramatic impetus – Burton’s drunken tantrums, Gielgud’s old-fashioned gentility – Burton wrathful and Gielgud so soft and hesitant he couldn’t yield even to the blandishments of a rent boy: ‘You should probably go. Use my time on the clock . . . to grab some of that fabulous pizza you people like so much.’ Indeed, we were meant to feel Gielgud was incapable of connection in any field; that as an actor he went in for mood music, mellifluousness, in contrast to Burton, who sought emotional truth. But I don’t believe that either – Burton was never naturalistic, never modernistic. If, in his work, and diaries, he left us in no doubt he possessed a painfully tortured soul, he did this through a sort of sorrowful oratory. He knew or was taught how to declaim – and his voice, his firmness and distinctness, the product of elocution, he took care of what he was saying and how he said things.


Gatiss, who in the Noele Gordon biopic played Larry Grayson as a lonely, faded old trouper, brought this sad, defeated quality to Gielgud. (Though in fairness he did get a lot of laughs.) Surely the real Gielgud was tougher – the Gielgud who said to Charlton Heston, who kept fluffing his lines on the set of Julius Caesar, in 1970, ‘Oh Chuck, why don’t you fuck off back to The Planet of the Apes.’ He never evinced the melancholia of camp, at which Gatiss excels. So, there was never, in actuality, this sense of lachrymose failure and rejection, which is where The Motive and the Cue leaves him, even if Tuppence’s Taylor is suddenly granted prophetic powers, as if seeing in the far distance Gielgud’s Academy Award-winning butler in Arthur: ‘You are going to be fine you know. And I really do believe it. There’ll be a moment when the world adjusts, and then you’ll be treasured again, just like you should be.’ Gielgud would also work with Burton again, as a courtier, Pfistermeister, in Wagner. Immediately after directing Hamlet there was hardly unemployment – there was Chimes at Midnight with Orson Welles, then the Peter Brook Oedipus and, in the West End, Alan Bennett’s Forty Years On.


One regret, another thing existing only in my imagination – Gielgud and Burton would have been well matched as the cryptic antagonists, Hirst and Spooner, in No Man’s Land, the Pinter play in which Gielgud (Spooner) triumphed with Ralph Richardson (Hirst) at the National Theatre in 1975. There is something faintly echoing that battle of wills, that psychological entanglement, in The Motive and the Cue – the one character wheedling, a supplicant, the other abrupt and lordly: ‘Do I detect,’ says Spooner, ‘a touch of the hostile? Do I detect, with respect, a touch of too many glasses of ale followed by the great malt which wounds?’


*


And if biopics are distortions – egregious and artificial – where does that leave biography? Or what I choose to call the biographical fallacy? Apart from there being, obviously, a tombstone at the far end, a summing-up in the papers should you be notable, despite what biographies allege, a life has no predictable shape or stability. Unless narcissism is extreme, when, to quote Norman Mailer, ‘the eye of one’s consciousness is forever looking at one’s own action,’ nothing is done by a person with any awareness of narrative sequence. Life is contingent, zig-zaggy, made up of discordant moments; and though the history and fortunes of Burton and Taylor seemed to come along or accumulate like a Dickens novel in weekly instalments, even with them, living their lives as they pleased, much of existence simply passed by, or was soon forgotten – appetite, scraps, events, sub-plots, which slowed down, speeded up, sank in, or failed to register. ‘Bought cigs, books, sandals,’ said Burton in June 1965 – nothing out of the ordinary there. ‘Now for the long bore of Christmas,’ he sighed in December 1968. Like for everyone else, there were plenty of days when ‘the weather [is] not dramatically bad, no winds, no tempests, no howling blizzards, but simply a low grey cloud that squeezed the spirit . . .’ Sometimes, time itself seemed to drag to a halt. ‘Read nothing yesterday,’ Burton jotted in September 1970, ‘simply stared about in a generally stunned way.’ A lot of us feel like that.


What precisely were they exposed to, therefore – the phenomena, the turbulence, filling their hours and days? What was absorbed? What impressions were formed, as the life or lives of Burton and Taylor went on much as before? (‘We were invited to have lunch with the King and Queen of Greece anytime we like this week’; ‘Last night as I lay reading in bed . . . I asked [Elizabeth] what are you doing? She said like a little girl and quite seriously, “Playing with my jewels.” ’) Whether we are rich and privileged or sitting on the bones of our arse, how little of what we do is ever under conscious control. Nothing is where it belongs, in the human comedy. As Joan Didion says in The Year of Magical Thinking, ‘Life changes in an instant. You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends,’ e.g. when a loved one has a sudden coronary or a child is hospitalised. ‘The clear blue sky from which the plane fell, the routine errand that ended on the shoulder with the car in flames.’ There are turning points, disjunctions.


Yet they might not be the ones you expect, which is why biographies work one of two ways for me. First, with Keats, for instance, and Romantic poetry, which is deliberately numinous, I’m keen to know what drugs these people were on or knew of, the diseases and chronic illnesses they suffered from; I want the facts about Keats’ medical training. It makes him less adolescent, knowing such. On the other hand, I loved Philip Larkin’s poem, ‘We Met at the End of the Party’, which contains the beautiful lines, ‘We walked through the last of summer, / When shadows reached long and blue,’ and all this was spoiled somehow when I discovered, or was told, the precise autobiographical details it had recorded – who his partner was, what the occasion was. It lost its impact because for me Larkin’s poetry works when it has a vagueness or ambiguity: ‘The Building’, for instance, which could be a cathedral as much as a hospital; nothing is specified (‘in the hall / As well as creepers hangs a frightening smell’); maybe it’s a hotel none can leave. Biographers, of course, want to provide a photograph of the Hull Royal Infirmary, opened by the Queen in 1967. The uncertainties, the diffuseness, the elements of indeterminacy, associated in Larkin’s imagery and consciousness with the grey, pale skies of the north-east, are obliterated. Similarly, by linking the love poetry and everything else to the Monicas and the Maeves and the Bettys, and to the politics (sexual politics) of the Brynmor Jones Library: biography reduces Larkin’s achievement, when all is found and marked on the map, when every deed is spelled out. Sometimes I really don’t appreciate information. Like being told Bulmer’s cider factory in Hereford contains the world’s largest vat, with a capacity to hold 1.63 million gallons, or in 1979 Emma ‘Baby Spice’ Bunton was born in Hastings.


Conventional or traditional biographies are about corpses, reclining figures on tombs. Samuel Pepys recorded in his diary coming across an excavation in Westminster Abbey, when the skull of Jane Seymour was discovered. Pepys ‘kissed the skull on the place where once the lips had been,’ and that’s what biographers are doing, in a sense. ‘Everything can be explained in nine-hundred pages,’ said Paul Theroux, reviewing Zachary Leader’s authorised Life of Kingsley Amis. It cannot – and that bloated effort is a particular deadweight, every illicit embrace in Swansea, for example, traced directly to spots of adultery described in the novels. Why should that interest anybody? None of it is illuminating. Biographers, it seems to me, affecting a universal authority, see or notice only one thing at a time, remain on the surface, where they make themselves busy handling circumstances, tidying them up. A place for everything and everything in its place, as my maiden aunts used to say in South Wales. The process is bogus, the whole boiling is overly settled – too much carried away by and credence given to balance and fairness. There’s no understanding that reserve and secrecy are a part of life, possibly more than (verifiable) events are, than action is. I fully agree with Taylor’s contempt, or alarm, when another biography or biographical film came along and she said, ‘There is no possible way they could know what was going on unless they were under my carpet or under my bed’ – or inside her head. Biography is historical fiction, seldom provable, full of fishiness and titillation, and, despite its heaps of minutiae, insufficient. Since 2015, The Elizabeth Taylor Foundation has been putting together the Elizabeth Taylor Archive, which contains everything her mother, Sara, had salvaged – childhood drawings, Christmas cards, school reports, plus Taylor’s business records, financial and legal documents and press material. Like urns in a row, there are a thousand linear feet of identical cartons, kept in climate-controlled conditions. ‘Drawn shades protect [the archive’s] treasures and inside it hums with the energy of an extraordinary life,’ promises the website. It is like Cleopatra’s mausoleum – or the Thatcher Memorial Library in Citizen Kane, a hushed sepulchre, over-reverent. Apparently, there are 20,000 digitised items. One day some poor wee bastard will start sifting through it all – Kate Andersen Brower reports there are 7,358 letters, notes and clippings and 10,271 photographs. My contention is this – that Taylor’s actual meaning and presence are not going to be found there, just as any answer to the ‘Rosebud’ riddle is not amongst the papers examined by the reporter in Welles’ film.


The illusion of biography is that real people are not perishable and that they can be restored. But people are perishable. They come to an end, go out of fashion, require exegesis. But matter, to use the word in the sense of physical properties, doesn’t, or doesn’t quite. It is infinite and limitless, like light. The nearer you think you get to the subject(s)-in-hand, the more distant they now appear. Writing, or biographical writing, for me anyway, is like what Francis Bacon said to David Sylvester about portrait painting: ‘The longer you work, the more the mystery deepens of what appearance is, or how can what is called appearance be made in another medium. It needs a sort of moment of magic to coagulate colour and form, so that it gets the equivalent of appearance . . . In a second you may blink your eyes or turn your head slightly, and you look again and the appearance has changed . . . Appearance is . . . continuously floating.’ Everything is still to be done.


*


If my own study, or studies, of Taylor and Burton has taken well over a decade, one reason is the first versions I destroyed, as too conventionally structured, too obvious. Nothing bloomed. It came too easily and I was not getting across what I had been seeing, what I’d deduced about impulses and motives, when I watched the films. In the end I went back to the beginning, to the spontaneity of my notebooks, where a scrawled rapture was to be found. In any event, I’ve always had an affinity with shuffled stories, follies, ghosts glimpsed in mirrors. As Leonard Woolf put it, ‘If one is to try to record one’s life truthfully, one must aim at getting into the record of it something of the disorderly discontinuity which makes it so absurd, unpredictable, bearable.’ By extension – if trying to record anybody’s life, not only one’s own life. So, I’ve been scraping off the paint or rubbing at charcoal marks, to get rid of excrescences, whilst no doubt adding to others. The fragments remaining, though seemingly distracted, conflicting, compressed, had, I felt, vitality, movement – the movement of rocks in an avalanche.


For if I may be permitted to be anecdotal, or more to the point reminiscential, I fell ill on Boxing Day 2011: fevers and chills, swellings, lassitude, pervasive aches and night sweats. As usual, I think I’m dying, my consciousness disintegrating. In bed for five weeks, and in a High Dependency ward for three weeks – plus the trips to the clinic for blood tests, X-rays and abdominal scans – I found myself when recuperating watching all those overblown films Burton and Taylor made. Boom!, for example, or Hammersmith Is Out, The Comedians and The Sandpiper. Dismissed at the time, they now have a weird attraction, a distinct pleasurableness, or at least they do for me. Whilst I was languishing with a high temperature, rheumatic pains, pancreatitis, and which-what, these gaudily-coloured Sixties movies – Cleopatra, The V.I.P.s, The Taming of the Shrew – as often as not fruitily scored by Nino Rota, suited my mood. I gave in to them without a struggle, and I am perhaps less interested in Burton and Taylor historically and biographically, than in isolating them culturally, as carnal and fantasy figures who floated about in a world of child stars, faded grandeur, alcoholism, promiscuity and Lassie. If they remain significant, desirable, it is because what I watch and absorb in the end isn’t a performance but a personality, a presence. Taylor is supple and soft, with her perfumes and furs – yet there is also something demonic and lethal about her. Burton, in his turn, with his ravaged, handsome face, looks as if he is lit by silver moonlight, when perhaps he’d turn into a wolf. His films have the atmosphere of intense dreams – dreams filmed with guilt and morbidity.


What I have been working on for many years now is a book about these two creatures – and it is also about the clash of worlds: the coal filth and industrial decay of South Wales and the grandeur and elegance of Old Hollywood (where Taylor had been a public baby at MGM – National Velvet, Courage of Lassie, etc.) – Michael Sheen once asked Taylor, ‘How sweet is the air between the Welsh Valleys and the slopes of Olympus?’; a book about love and hatred and obsession; men and women and their incongruities; the issues of manhood and narcissism; the nature of ravishment and conquest and of suffering and ultimate risk; the fantasies we have about film stars and the fantasies the Burtons had about each other. What did they hope and desire for themselves? Why did they seem incapable of calm or satisfaction?


Everywhere is discrepancy. ‘Our way of life,’ said Burton, ‘was a first-class recipe for organised suicide.’ For her own verdict, Taylor echoed Othello’s remark to Lodovico – his moment of self-discovery – that he was the one who’d loved not wisely, but too well. ‘Maybe we love each other too much,’ Taylor stated. The Burtons were a Sixties supercharged couple, in an era of supercharged couples: Mick and Bianca, Frank and Ava, Peter and Britt, John and Yoko, Margaret and Tony, many of them destined to become brand-image Warhol screen-prints. But to describe their cool world now, in the twenty-first century, is to describe a lost civilisation, with people in their sharp black clothes drinking and smoking, spending time in two-bedroom suites at fading grand hotels, the Sacher in Vienna and the Alfonso XIII in Seville, shooting their movies at Cinecittà, Rome, and buying villas in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, in tax-efficient Switzerland and Papa Doc’s Haiti: ‘All those places in Hampstead, Mexico and Beverly Hills were with Richard. They’re all just sitting there empty now,’ said Taylor in 1975.


It is another planet – and it always was. In The Last Picture Show (1971), Peter Bogdanovich’s portrait of a decrepit Texas town, set in 1951, where nobody is capable of happy relationships, and sex is furtive and joyless, and kitchens are piled with unwashed crockery – where life is a mean trap – what the populace watch at the cinema is Spencer Tracy and Elizabeth Taylor in Father of the Bride: the characters’ rich and privileged home in that, their clothes, the decor, the salubriousness, are quite impossible to replicate in reality. The contrast with reality couldn’t be more complete (it is almost a reproach) – and this is the world the Burtons came to embody, or Rex Harrison, Julius Caesar to Taylor and Burton’s Cleo and Antony, came to embody. On a hill above Portofino, amongst the mimosa and lemon trees in Italy’s coastal province of Liguria, Harrison built the Villa Genesio. A flag would be raised when the master was in residence. Here the Burtons became frequent guests – though because Rex’s mad fourth wife, Rachel Roberts, as described earlier, was a friend of Burton’s first wife, Sybil, there were fireworks. Indeed, explosions and eruptions were everywhere in that summer of 1962. During the making of Twentieth Century Fox’s $31 million laborious Roman epic, the Burtons’ ‘much-publicised love affair often made work pretty tiring for me,’ said Harrison. ‘For at the height of it, Elizabeth and Richard kept hitting each other and giving each other black eyes.’


Their erotic relationship – their need to be transported by irresistible powers, which disturb and arouse – had an intensity and force, excitement and fervour. Burton and Taylor were spellbound by each other, enchanted, as were Antony and Cleopatra; and like Cleopatra, Taylor was her own singular and flamboyant creation, whose own needs were paramount. One thinks of bellicose Ethel Merman singing: ‘Some people may be content / Playing bingo and paying the rent / But some people ain’t me.’ Interestingly, as an actress, Taylor adapted herself to her numerous husbands, at least she did so initially: the bright-eyed virginal toy bride for Nicky Hilton, the Fifties little woman for Michael Wilding, the broad for Mike Todd, the Jewess for Eddie Fisher, each other’s idea of fun for Burton, the politician’s consort for John Warner, the fellow redneck drug-addict wearing white fringed cowboy boots for Larry Fortensky – but she’d never compromise for long, by which time it was all their fault, the misunderstandings, the dissatisfactions. By these means Taylor was never defined by her relation to a man, despite appearances – and she stood up to Burton, who was not used to this. Indeed, he may well in the long run have come to agree with a formulation of Kingsley Amis’ in Stanley and the Women: ‘If you want to fuck a woman she can fuck you up. And if you don’t want to she fucks you up anyway for not wanting to.’ Interesting.


Quite forgotten now (it must be rediscovered) is a film Burton and Rex Harrison made together in Paris, in 1969, called Staircase, for which Dudley Moore composed the score, and in which the former Antony and Caesar played homosexual hairdressers: ‘I didn’t see it as a story of homosexuals but about two neurotic individuals who needed each other desperately for consolation,’ said Burton. It is nevertheless a decided oddity, almost sinister in intensity. ‘Most actors are homosexuals,’ Burton alleged. ‘We cover it up with drink.’ Now to what degree did he really mean this? Nobody to my knowledge, by the way, has quite got to the bottom of Burton’s relationship with his teacher and mentor at Port Talbot Secondary School, congenital bachelor Philip Burton, notable for his refined manners – who in 1943 had adopted as his legal ward the youth born as Richard Jenkins. ‘Phil, if it hadn’t been for you,’ said Taylor, ‘I probably would never have met Richard – I thank you with all my life for that.’ This was sweet of her, considering that when Philip found out about their affair, he didn’t speak to his ‘son’ for a full two years. He was so heartbroken about what he admitted was ‘the fear of losing Richard’, he fell ill. His tongue came up in boils. He never stopped longing to be with him, and the business seems straight out of Jean Genet to me. To celebrate or mark the original guardianship, Burton gave Phil a copy of A.E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad. To think this was all being allowed in Wales. Phil later settled in Key West, Florida. ‘It was extraordinary to find how many friends I had in my new home town.’ A far cry from Port Talbot, in anybody’s estimation. Another sinister debonair sort prowling around in the early days was Emlyn Williams. He gave Burton his first professional cinematic engagement, in The Last Days of Dolwyn, in 1949, and presided at Burton’s Memorial Service, on 30 August 1984. John Gielgud, as shown in The Motive and the Cue, was another admirer, who directed Burton on stage and told Edith Sitwell (in 1953): ‘Richard Burton . . . Stocky, Welsh, tough, yet beautiful in repose . . . He is the new rage, full of potentialities.’ When Burton was in The Seagull in Swansea, in 1950, his understudy was Kenneth Williams, who quickly became his beggar-maid, his bitch. ‘Richard Burton is really charming,’ Williams wrote in his (usually caustic and critical) diaries. ‘A personal triumph for Richard Burton,’ added Williams after the opening night, on 28 August. ‘Colossal applause . . . He deserved every bit of it. I got his drinks for him between acts. Privileged.’ I was recently sent a copy of the programme: ‘The Arts Council of Great Britain / presents / The Swansea Theatre Company / in / The Seagull / Monday August 28 / For Two Weeks’. On crinkled ochre paper and in faded crimson print, the advertisements have a period flavour: high-class fruiterers and florists; general drapery, hosiery and garment repair specialists; electrical accessories and ‘Gifts for Every Occasion’; tasty snacks (‘Good Service and Civility’) at the Cosy Corner Café; ‘For Quality and Personal Service try Vernon Toomey & Sons, Nelson Street’. In amongst instructions about the soft drinks ‘obtainable in the bar’ and the request, ‘Ladies are respectfully requested to remove their hats’, what gave me pause was that, according to the cast list, Medvedenko, the schoolmaster, was played by Wilfrid Brambell, Old Man Steptoe himself. I’d give a lot to have seen Wilfrid Brambell, Kenneth Williams and Richard Burton sharing the same stage. In the pit, two pianists, Edward Marks and Leonard Dyson, strummed Tchaikovsky.


In this book I try to evoke the age of Sixties excess – the freaks and groupies, the private jets and jewels and the steam yachts sailing in an azure sea; the mess and splendour of material goods; the magnificent bad taste and greed and money smelling like jasmine. ‘I have a lust for diamonds,’ said Taylor, ‘that’s almost like a disease.’ With multimillion-dollar fees and a percentage of gross receipts, whims could be indulged. (‘If I’m pounced on wearing white fur it’s because I like white fur. I do what I damned well please.’) Taylor would order hamburgers to be specially flown to London or Rome by Pan-Am or TWA from Chasen’s in West Hollywood, and from New York, steaks from Gallagher’s and cheesecake from Lindy’s. When she flew to Leningrad to make The Blue Bird in 1975, she took 2,800 lbs of excess luggage. Economising was as abhorrent to these spoilt and beautiful beasts as it would have been to – well – Antony and Cleopatra. ‘I thought you ordered Lafitte-Rothschild, Richard. What’s this junk? Are you trying to save money again?’ barked Taylor, the conspicuous consumer.


When they were at The Dorchester, the Burtons kept a boat anchored on the Thames for their dogs and cats, which couldn’t come ashore because of quarantine restrictions. Taylor, as I’ve mentioned, and will keep mentioning, had every disease known to man – rabies might well have been next on the list, or foot and mouth. She also retained a suite at The Beverly Hills Hotel on a year-round basis, for some of her XXL frocks and stretch-kaftans. Chauffeured limos were kept on a twenty-four-hour call. Publicity photographers were incessant – what the Burtons gained was life-as-spectacle; three bottles of vodka a day made them into bladders of booze (‘I go raving mad on gin,’ said Burton. ‘Uncontrollable. Vodka’s the thing. Or whisky. Or tequila when I’m in Mexico’); week-long parties at the Intercontinental Hotel in Budapest; 33.19-carat Krupp diamond rings (a prop for Lucille Ball) . . . Yet for all their notorious carousing, there is nevertheless much melancholy in Burton’s story. It was as if he was contemptuous of his talent – his acting is suffused with guilt, with a sense of loss, with the water of life flowing by. Why might this be – because I personally think it must have been wonderful to be so irresponsible? The answer is that, though meant to have been a young Welshman, fearing nothing, the ghost of Richard Jenkins, the person he was before, was always there, or often there, his shadow, haunting him.


Yet had Burton stayed in Wales, he’d have wasted away (he sensed this when labouring at the Co-op) – but paradoxically, becoming an international star made him fretful, filling him with inhibitions and uncertainties. Social climbing and mixing with Jackie O and Aristotle Onassis, Wallis and David, and sundry Rothschilds, was both glamorous and a source of dissatisfaction and emptiness – magnificent and ridiculous. Being photographed with Taylor alongside Marshal Tito and his stout First Lady during an official visit to Yugoslavia, during location shooting for The Battle of Sutjeska, hardly demonstrated or consolidated what Philip called ‘Richard’s abiding identification with the working class’. As the unreality of Hollywood only made him aware of his agitation and hollowness, he was drawn back sentimentally to his birthplace, or to the idea of his birthplace, and he drank himself to death when he saw only wasted opportunities: ‘I loved my silly image as the besotted Welsh genius, dying in his own vomit in the gutter,’ he said unconvincingly.


*


What’s fascinating about Burton is that we have this self-conscious elaborate cultured Shakespearean Englishness (or Anglo-Welshness), which is accountable for the veneer, the shine, the cold detachment of his performances – he always had clarity and he was intensely theatrical (in the style of Laurence Olivier: ‘One day I’ll take on Larry!’ he told Tynan); and then there’s the fact that he found worldwide fame in the movies, a form which ought to require a naturalism, an avoidance, indeed, of the theatrical and the application of a theatrical effect – so in Burton they clash, they collide, the two schools, the two traditions, and he’s always brooding or ill at ease, I think, because of this – as if he knew something wasn’t right, wasn’t harmonious. Yet out of this did come greatness: The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, Becket, Look Back in Anger, Equus. Burton’s hedonism coexisted with his puritanism, and his improprieties were also penitential – he was always working through his guilt, taking pleasure in it. Words when he spoke them had a lyric potency and plangency, the sounds coiling and lingering, like a stream among pebbles.


Of Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, in which he appeared in 1966 at the Oxford Playhouse, a production later put on film in Rome, with Taylor as Helen of Troy, her face as glossy-white as leprosy, Burton, anguished, unsatisfied, was to say, ‘It was the one play I didn’t have to do any work on. I am Faustus.’ Mind you, he also said the same of Winston Churchill, whom he portrayed in The Gathering Storm, also known as Walk with Destiny, in 1974. ‘After weeks of study and research I’m beginning to feel as though I am Churchill.’ What Burton actually was, was a disappointed romantic, and as he registered his own downfall, his life became intolerable to him. With Burton, the concept and traps of damnation were alive and well, as was what D.H. Lawrence called ‘the art of self-hate and self-murder’. He was therefore in his grave at Céligny, in Switzerland, at the age of fifty-eight. Taylor died in California in 2011, having reached her eightieth year, a Dame of the British Empire, who in spite of her illnesses was always grasping life, an honorary drag queen whose energies were channelled into Aids charities. She was happier, probably, with Rock and Roddy and Monty than with anyone else. She was Maid of Honour when Michael Jackson married his chimp, Bubbles.


Apart from Mike Nichols’ Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, the films Burton and Taylor made together were critical and commercial disasters, but none of that matters at this distance, for when watching The V.I.P.s, Doctor Faustus, Under Milk Wood, The Comedians, The Taming of the Shrew, and so on and so forth, and not forgetting the emblematic Cleopatra – which is not about Ancient Rome but Rome in 1962 – I am intent on seeing and discussing how they were when on screen together, how they affected each other, how they transformed each other. What’s the true strength of their feelings? That their creative work was misbegotten is why I personally find it deeply appealing, for there is an element of poignancy, too, underneath the luxury and sleaze and rattle of gold. I find it almost unbearable, seeing the England and the Europe on view in the Burtons’ location scenes: fewer people on the streets or vehicles on the roads; the architecture (since demolished) and the clothes (back in fashion); and the courtly manners of supporting players (Michael Hordern, Cyril Cusack, Dennis Price) – immaculate, urbane – that are now lost, spirited away. Dinocittà, the De Laurentiis Studios, fifteen miles south of Rome, where many of Burton and Taylor’s films were made, which had been built in 1962 at a cost of $30 million, went bust and closed, the site abandoned. (In 2014 it was redeveloped as a ‘theme park’ with an ice rink, paddling pools, camel rides and a ‘zombie walk’.)


Like some of my favourite bedside books – Roland Barthes on Japan or the fashion industry, Stefan Zweig on Mary Queen of Scots or Susan Sontag on photography and illness as metaphor (except Erotic Vagrancy has more of an irresistible tidal pull of comedy and satire than they’d manage in a thousand years) – I make no apology for this being a visionary book, a fierce book, a prose version of a portrait in pinks and lilacs and orange and yellow; a book about more than it seems at first to be about, in which the fame of great stars is to be contrasted with our own unimportance and silliness. For the point of great stars and their living fire is that they displace us, make most of us seem like nothing in particular – and with Burton and Taylor, illusion and reality became the same thing. It is an infernal story; an alcoholic story; a Pop Art story; an occult story. Their art, their catalogue of films, is determined by eroticism, or at least by amorous fantasy. Burton and Taylor were Bacchus and Venus, icons of indulgence, animal spirits. They were libertines. Everything had an erotic charge – jewels, limousines, cigarettes, drinks. Everything was an emblem of physical fulfilment. Yet though we may think that here we have the permissiveness of the Sixties and Seventies in action, in fact when we examine the entanglements, the conflicts, the divisions and the scheming (and the legal and financial consequences): sex was not any kind of liberation. The Burtons were under a net, shackled by desire; absorbed by each other, yes, by the fantasy and potency and anticipation of each other – but there was also a social and moral trespass, Holy dread, as Taylor knew well enough, when she wrote in her memoirs, of her initial meeting with Burton, and its aftermath, ‘I think it was a little like damnation to everybody.’ Hence, the public rebuke in L’Osservatore della Domenica, the Vatican newspaper: ‘You will finish in an erotic vagrancy, without end or without a safe port.’









Part One


Wet Dreams


[image: image]











The principal Elizabeth Taylor section – decay and disaster and death (e.g. the immolation of Mike Todd); her urgent sexual needs and desire (e.g. the marriage to Eddie Fisher). Her hundreds of hospitalisations and the (demonic) mysterious relationship between her physical disorders and her mind, as if she was moving in poisoned air. ‘Symptoms of disease are nothing but a disguised manifestation of the power of love; all disease is only love transformed,’ says Thomas Mann in The Magic Mountain.





The time, the place: Ivanhoe is set in twelfth-century England, in the era of the Crusades; 1194, to be exact. Exciting places like Sheffield, Leicester and York are mentioned. King Richard is held hostage in Austria. Prince John fulminates in Ashby-de-la-Zouch. Sir Walter Scott’s novel was published in 1819, the year of Queen Victoria’s birth – so what we have is nineteenth-century Medievalism with plenty of fancy dress, costume armour and chivalric romance unfurling against a picturesque backdrop of stained glass and ecclesiastical architecture, with buttresses doing plenty of flying. We are additionally in the summer of 1951 at the MGM-British Studios, Borehamwood, where a tournament scene required twelve trumpeters, thirty Norman and Saxon squires, twenty-five ‘special’ foresters and a hundred and thirty-five ‘ordinary’ foresters (i.e. Robin Hood’s merry men – one of whom was Frank Williams, in later life the vicar in Dad’s Army), one hundred and sixty ‘rough’ Saxons for the crowd, one hundred and twenty Normans for the pavilions, sixty horses and six cows. Mountains of mutton, fish and venison were ordered for the feasts. What I mostly remember from this bustle is Finlay Currie wiping his greasy hands on his dog.


Elizabeth Taylor, who’d left Hollywood for England to make the film (and replace Deborah Kerr) on 15 June, was therefore travelling in hyperreality, a place of fanfares and jousts, chain mail and distressed damsels – and she’s not the only one of the latter: Joan Fontaine, in yellow chiffon, is also after the hero and like Taylor’s Rebecca is harried by George Sanders, a black knight who goes around saying, in reference to Sir Wilfrid of Ivanhoe, ‘I carry his death warrant here against my breast,’ which is surely as good a place as any. But I want to begin with this film because Taylor is quite beautiful, slender and drooping, like a snowdrop. She slinks and shimmers into view, glimpsed behind bead curtains, framed in gothic doorways or the tent flap. In pastel colours she poses in a mirror, is seen through glass. Her Rebecca, apparently a sorceress, such are her medical skills (‘Swear to me his wound will mend,’ Joan’s Rowena demands, when Ivanhoe takes a bashing), is allowed little dialogue – but when her movements are accompanied by Miklós Rózsa’s viola arpeggios, Taylor reminds me of my belief that she’s the last of the great silent movie actresses. She has a mournful complexity here, Rózsa’s Central European sounds (Hungary and Vienna were always in his orchestrations) starting up whenever Rebecca appears – emphasising a sadness, which was often Taylor’s best quality: the sorrow that underlies joy, which Taylor, her eyes like purple oil, conveyed in everything from the Lassie series, when she is separated from her collie, to the eleven films she made with Richard Burton, where their shared ecstasy is in danger of tipping over into dissipation, to her duplication in the smudges and smears of Andy Warhol’s screen-printed portraits. After all her fairy tales and adventure stories, Taylor’s final dispersal was to be as a perfume. Parenthetically, let’s all pause for a moment and think about Jeanne Moreau’s summary exposition: ‘Love is like a fragrance. It doesn’t last.’


By hyperreality, Umberto Eco, who coined the word – as iperrealismo – meant ‘an artificial environment that seems actual’; it’s a terrain where ‘the boundaries between game and illusion are blurred’, where we’d find (or place) holograms, automata, wax statues, moon rock, freak shows, wildlife parks, ‘Sensurround’ in cinemas, and ‘collections of inconsequential wonders’, like garish posters or period movie magazines – Taylor appeared on the cover of Life fourteen times by the way. Biography, in my understanding of the genre – or my deconstruction of it – involves a similar fossicking. As with Ivanhoe, with its overlapping of the Middle Ages, Victoriana and the Fifties, the centuries or decades merge or collapse. We assume we know the emotions of the past (though which or whose past?), are able to discriminate amongst the references and influences – except of course we can’t. What we are looking at is a Technicolor garden, a newly constructed cardboard castle with moonlight flooding through the backlot casements. As Eco said, disapprovingly, when he visited Hearst’s San Simeon, with its plundered antiques, its mad jungle of building styles, the net result can be ‘psychedelic’, having a ‘barbarian grandeur’ and a ‘sensual perversity’, which is thoroughly fake, like the chapels and groves of Forest Lawn, which though a cemetery avoids all mention of death and loss, insisting instead, said Eco, on fantasies of immortality and preservation and serenity. Personally, I relish the contradictions, salute the bad taste, especially as Taylor’s remains were placed in the Great Mausoleum, next to the Last Supper diorama, in Forest Lawn Memorial Park, Glendale, on 24 March 2011.


Give me anachronisms, mixed-up appearances, collisions of popular culture and high art. That Taylor first saw The Wizard of Oz in a screening-room at San Simeon, for example, is a fact containing numberless ramifications. (Richard Thorpe, the director of Ivanhoe, was one of the many directors associated with the Judy Garland classic) – the nine-year-old child actress, already busily auditioning for Universal and MGM, a guest at Kane’s Xanadu; her contentment with the towering artifice, the mad majesty: Taylor was at home with the place, could easily measure up to it. Taylor, moreover, was insistent she’d never be crushed by the moguls, as Judy Garland was – Judy who, said Taylor, ‘never talked back. She followed the studio’s orders. They pumped pills into that poor girl to keep her awake, to put her to sleep, and to keep her slim.’ Judy felt herself watched, organised, got at, shut in. Taylor was not to be controlled, but she did have, I think, a sense of continuous panic – particularly as, all her life, she was looking (as Judy was) for love, which is to say, for her idealised version of love, which perhaps she never distinguished from romance, and was as full of fancifulness as The Blue Bird. She gave herself over to it a million times – Nicky Hilton, Michael Wilding, Mike Todd, Eddie Fisher, Burton, John Warner, Larry Fortensky – but she gave herself as an actress gives of herself, with a paradoxical combination of self-delusion and scrupulous detachment, as if somehow it’s happening to someone else, perhaps an identical twin. Her description, in 1965, of watching Burton coming towards her, and the thrill going through her body, is telling: ‘I sort of detached myself, as though I were floating upward and looking down with great clarity on the two of us, like in a Chagall painting.’ It is distance, intangibility, which is depicted or described here: the unbearable lightness of being. It is Chagall who created the frescoes on the ceiling of the Paris Opera House, or Palais Garnier, winged creatures holding bouquets and playing flutes, horses, cockerels, baskets of fruit – mighty swirls of blues and greens, vaguely modernistic in the opulent neo-classical theatre’s acres of red plush and gold leaf. The work was unveiled on 23 September 1964 – was Taylor aware of this? The Taming of the Shrew, as La Mégère Apprivoisée, the Zeffirelli romp, received a gala premiere at the Palais Garnier on 28 September 1967. On her head Taylor wore a two-inch-high jewelled rose, the petals fashioned from nine-carat diamonds by Van Cleef and Arpels. The entire confection, designed by Alexandre de Paris, the hair stylist, was valued at $1,200,000. It was Taylor, on this occasion, who looked like she’d fallen from Chagall’s canvasses – Burton, in the Pathé newsreels, is bloated and perspiring, his eyes unfocussed. Pissed, no doubt.


*


Biography is bricolage, as is Ivanhoe, which anticipates Cleopatra and Fox’s Rome and Egypt, a decade hence. Eddie Fisher, hardly a friendly witness, was not wrong to say of his (then) wife and Burton, who would turn into Antony and Cleopatra for real, or hyperreal, ‘they were two powerful forces crazed by passion, fuelled by alcohol, fighting the world. Who could resist that?’ None did. What I like about Taylor’s Rebecca, therefore, is the demureness, the solemnity. Everything is being banked up, awaiting future use. She has to spend a lot of the film looking after Felix Aylmer – Ivanhoe contains Felix Aylmer and Finlay Currie – who is as doddering as ever and whitters away about how, ‘My heart broke long ago, but it serves me still,’ surely a cardiological miracle. He’s Isaac of York, a Jew who pledges money for King Richard’s ransom. Everyone seems very against this scheme, especially Prince John and his henchman, De Bois Guilbert – George Sanders, who struts about in a suit of chain mail. Guilbert’s political machinations, however, never overcome his amorous machinations, and he is after the womenfolk every chance he gets. Joan Fontaine is locked in a turret, as is Taylor. ‘I shall possess you, Rebecca, if I die for it,’ he tells her, though what good would that do him? Not one to give up, he comes to her room, or turret, to rub in his intentions: ‘Rebecca, you mistake the nature of our bargain. I want you alive, not dead’ – Taylor had started to heave herself over the parapet. ‘When next I come to you, meet me with desire on your lips and fire in your breast, or no man’s life is saved this day!’ Is that how Sanders spoke to Zsa Zsa Gabor and Benita Hume, to name two of his wives? A demand for desire on their lips and fire in their breast? Any male person in his prime might make the same request, but Guilbert, though evidently a blackguard, in Sanders’ hands acquires a surprising conscience. Seemingly a rapist and a pillager, with Sanders playing him, his love for Rebecca is real – and Ivanhoe’s, in Robert Taylor’s incarnation, is non-existent. Sanders wants to be able to save Taylor’s character from torture and death, to find a way to be merciful. And I do savour Sanders’ world-weariness, his doom-laden voice. Whether in Hitchcock’s Rebecca – and when he speaks to Rebecca here, his enunciation of her name is identical – or (my favourite) Journey to Italy, it’s always like he’d wandered back from the dead. It was no surprise when, in 1972, he committed suicide, at a hotel ten miles south of Barcelona, the Rey Don Jaime, in Castelldefels. (‘Dear World, I am leaving you because I am bored. I feel I have lived long enough. I am leaving you with your worries in this sweet cesspool. Good luck.’) In his scenes with Taylor, it’s as if he knows her tantalising beauty is something he’ll never possess, so he channels self-hatred into the film’s many scenes of armed combat – broad swords, maces, lances. A fan of the film, incidentally, was Picasso, who made a linocut, ‘The Knight and the Page’, where a horse, an engine of war, is covered with armoured plates, flags, pennants and spikes, as if off to a bullfight. Is that Taylor looking on, the damsel in the watchtower? Pageantry predominates. Taylor’s staunch curves will have appealed to the old Spaniard. Ivanhoe also appealed to Bob Dylan, the old songster. He once told Taylor he’d been watching it on the telly: ‘In every movie you’re a queen. In real life too.’


It’s interesting to jump ahead to 1962, and compare Taylor and Sanders with Taylor and Rex Harrison, another quick-tempered and selfish man, but one who didn’t have Sanders’ dry cynicism, which was thoroughly metaphysical, belonging with cemetery railings and tombs. Harrison’s moods, by contrast, were caused by nothing more significant than the chauffeur being late with the car or a producer omitting to organise his dry-cleaning. Harrison was mercurial; Sanders’ stale and acrid manner suggested actual pain and desolation – and I’d like to have seen Sanders as Caesar. Though filled utterly with pessimism, he had a sense of the absurd, which militated against any meanness, any twistedness. Taylor, though of course there’s no telling what the ensuing ten or twelve years would do to her, is sucked up by Sanders, here in Ivanhoe, as if she’s nectar – she’s not belittled or quelled; and she becomes part, somehow, of his melancholia; of his idea that life is a condemned playground. With Harrison, Taylor bickers, she answers back – they could be Lucy and Desi.


Apart from Joan Fontaine and Taylor, who are anyway there solely for the men to abuse, Ivanhoe is a masculine film – personnel with beards from Olivier’s Shakespeare pictures sternly issue edicts and crouch at incredibly solid-looking wooden trestles – Basil Sydney, Olivier’s Claudius, Norman Wooland, Olivier’s Horatio; the production designer is Roger Furse, who’d made the scenery for Henry V, Hamlet and Richard III. They sit down and stand up in alarm, shaking fists. Taylor was correct in her memoirs, Elizabeth Taylor by Elizabeth Taylor, to call Ivanhoe ‘a big medieval western’, for so it is – rowdy bands having a go at each other, lots of horses, outlaws, in-laws, sheriffs, taverns, warring tribes. It is a story about challenges – literally, gauntlets are flung down. There are lots of battles, with arrows pinging off stone walls. Emlyn Williams is the oddly named Wamba, a cackling jester, who dies with a grisly scream in the castle fire – he also dies with a grisly scream in The Last Days of Dolwyn, Burton’s first film. ‘I’ll squash you like a plum,’ says the exasperated Finlay Currie, and I’m with Finlay. The interesting point here is Williams therefore worked with Taylor long before Burton did – knew her, had doings with her – which gives additional animus to the fact, when Burton abandoned Sybil for Taylor, he, Williams, flew to Rome to issue a personal reprimand. That other fusspot, Philip Burton, was keeping watch: ‘Emlyn Williams . . . had gone to Rome to make a direct appeal to Richard on behalf of Sybil and the children . . . I myself admired Emlyn for his initiative, and was very grateful to him for his concern.’ A little later: ‘Emlyn Williams came to New York in July [1962] – he had to replace Paul Scofield in A Man for All Seasons – and I had some good and reassuring meetings with him. He hadn’t given up hope of a reconciliation between Richard and Sybil.’ But come the following month, ‘Emlyn Williams advised me not to be too optimistic; he did not think Elizabeth Taylor was out of the picture.’ Nor was she – nor was she ever to be. The impression given is Williams and Philip thought her a witch, who cast an evil spell upon their protégé – and in fairness that is how Burton often saw things, though more delightedly: ‘Bewitched. Bewitched by her cunt and her cunning,’ he memorably jotted in his diary, a quotation recurring more times than I can count. Though not the language of Sir Walter Scott, it’s a sentiment crossing the face of De Bois Guilbert as Sanders plays him, when Taylor’s Rebecca is in the vicinity.


The centrepiece of Ivanhoe, for me, isn’t the tournament, or anything to do with the Crusades, dungeons, towers or moats, it’s the trial scene, where Taylor stands accused of witchcraft, the menfolk, Sanders to the fore (though his feelings are mixed) wanting to drag her to the stake. Rebecca, says Megs Jenkins, an unreliable witness, is capable of turning into a black swan. She’s the sort of person who knows about poisonous flowers, toads, vials and jars of bubbling juices and smoky liquids – and I suspect Taylor did also. Look how many witches she did in fact play – Susanna Drake, in Raintree County, Maggie the Cat, Catherine Holly, in Suddenly, Last Summer, Gloria Wandrous, in BUtterfield 8, Cleopatra, Albee’s Martha, a midnight hag, dozens more: Taylor had the power to turn the milk, foul the sugar, raise storms, spoil crops, dance with the devil and send furniture splitting and flying about a room. She rode horses bareback by night (National Velvet, Reflections in a Golden Eye). She talks with animals and birds (Lassie, The Sandpiper). She is imbued with mysticism, or magic realism. She is capable of setting loose demons from a boiling sea (Coward’s Witch of Capri and Burton’s angel of death, in Boom!). In X, Y & Zee there’s a half-joking reference to her broomstick. In The Blue Bird, Taylor is an actual witch, with hooked nose, claws, the works.


What I’m actually saying, by cataloguing the psychomancy, is Taylor had unique intensity, its sources other-worldly. She was thoroughly intuitive, having little need to rehearse or mug up – what she did came unaffectedly. That her healing arts (or science) cured Ivanhoe is the prosecution’s apogee – a misogynistic one, too. Taylor’s Rebecca has interfered with nature. Throughout it all, Taylor simply halts there, in the dock, in a dress of white silk with small gold stars. She has a faint yellowish glow, isn’t required to say very much – she poses, and her beauty dominates the scene. Taylor exists to be gazed upon, standing alone in the well of the court. She was nineteen here, and had already been married twice.


*


If I belabour discussion of Ivanhoe – I suppose I could equally well have chosen another costume piece, Beau Brummell (released on 6 October 1954), after the making of which Taylor’s co-star Stewart Granger said, and it surely takes one to know one, ‘She knew that I knew that she was a cunt’ – it is because I’m interested in how everything was filtering into it, how everyone who came into the studio (and who went to the cinema) was surrounded on all sides by the post-war customs and conventions, which is why in the Fifties there were these entertainments about chivalry, domestic decorum, behaving properly; the themes explored are suitability, respectability. So, too, Burton on Broadway, in 1960, in Camelot: more pseudo-medievalism, Celtic sagas, accusations of witchcraft (this time Guinevere is sentenced to death by fire), Round Tables, Grail quests and swords in stones – paraphernalia representing Eisenhower’s America and the search for peace and good order, the Fifties utopia, with villains routed, and everyone in full acceptance of their moral, civic, cultural duty. And this was the ideology Taylor and Burton, on the set of Cleopatra, were breaking down, when they were branded as decadent and diabolical – though what they chiefly revealed, when masks of virtue were removed, was love as something that brings unhappiness. The other aspect of Ivanhoe to be mentioned here is that, regarding Taylor, we can see what the world is going to do to her. When people later on mocked the actress for her obesity, it’s because they remembered her earlier perfection: ‘Elizabeth Taylor used to be the one woman in America every other woman wanted to look like,’ joked Joan Rivers, ‘and now we all do.’ Permit me, therefore, to contrast everything I’ve been describing thus far by looking at X, Y & Zee, sometimes called Zee and Co, released on 24 February 1972. Here Taylor is loud and kitsch and aggressive – and gives merit and authority to these usually pejorative connotations. As Iris Murdoch observed in The Bell, and I agree, ‘When something’s fantastic enough and marvellous enough, it can’t be in bad taste.’


The time, the place: London in September 1970 (the date on Edna O’Brien’s screenplay) – which from my twenty-first-century perspective is already as historical an epoch, as fantasticated, as Walter Scott’s Waverley. We are also, I surmise, as far as O’Brien’s inspiration went, in Rome several crucial years earlier, for X, Y & Zee is an examination of Burton and Taylor’s marital and courtship shenanigans, as amply covered in the press at the time, even if we don’t have Burton but Michael Caine in his Harry Palmer spectacles. Perhaps Burton felt he’d traversed this territory sufficiently in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and The Taming of the Shrew, and in place of his Lear-like rages and Welsh sonic boom, Caine, with sticky hair and a furtive, startled expression on his face, does seem, well, more ordinary. He shouts and rants (as Taylor does), but the result is peevish (‘Get out of here, you slut!’). He sulks and walks out of a restaurant. He walks with lots of little short steps – where what Burton did was swagger. ‘They all rely on you, the female sex,’ O’Brien’s script calls upon Caine to say, and though I’d believe this of Burton, I can’t of Caine, who is the chipper Alfie, unreliability his watchword, with numerous dolly birds on the go – his character, Robert Blakeley, visits his tearful secretary in her seedy flat. Burton is or was too lordly for all of that; he’s always Bluebeard, courteous towards the wenches in his castle. Caine is more Elephant and Castle than castle, more Old Kent Road than Lear’s vassal, Kent. No disrespect is meant here – for Caine has reality, modernity. He’s good at showing the aggravations of a man aware he’s running out of steam, no longer youthful, his jawline losing definition – a man starting to become stale. Nevertheless, when Taylor’s Zee Blakeley says of Caine’s character, hurling a home truth, ‘Men from poor backgrounds never get over it, do they?’ it is a remark directly applicable to Burton. Robert is ‘conditioned to constant battling,’ as Burton grew to be. ‘You like the tussle. You like the uncertainty,’ Zee tells him. The blonde calm of Stella, played by Susannah York, seems like a welcome relief – but Zee is quick to point out how Robert will miss her own spirit and gumption. ‘I’ll fight her a duel any day, and win,’ Zee says – and how like Sybil, Burton’s wife, Stella sounds, especially when she acknowledges she’s not ‘a bitch the way some women are’. Zee is thoroughly Taylor – the Taylor whom Taylor had become: her seeming conviviality, her appetite (there are many scenes at table, lots of talk about food – Zee grabs snacks from the fridge, follows recipes from the colour supplements), and her conviction, ‘real men don’t like skinny women’. Initially she thinks Susannah York is no threat because she’s ‘a bag of bones’. As during the famous off-screen dramas when making Cleopatra, there are suicide attempts: Zee, like Taylor, when bandaged and in hospital, is enacting another ploy to get her way. She eggs Robert on to drive dangerously, too, as Taylor did Burton in Italy: ‘That’s right, kill us. Let’s die together as all true lovers do . . . Let’s die together.’


The title is a clue – O’Brien wanting to assign algebraic configurations to people swept up by emotion and gonads, as if by strong chemicals. This person, X, breaking away from that person, Y, binding with another person, Z: allegiance, alliance, new compounds formed – as if the narrative feelings of adult life can be expressed as formulae in chalk on a blackboard. ‘Have you ever thought,’ Taylor’s character says, ‘that you get your happiness at the expense of someone else, me of you, you of me, and so on and so forth.’ We proceed less by addition and multiplication than by division, subtraction – all this predictable loss, mess, confusion: ‘all this wrangling, all this hell.’ X, Y & Zee begins with a ping-pong match, and everything else is a sexual game, including bondage, lesbianism and role play. There’s a lot of dressing up. ‘I love you in bright colours,’ are Zee’s first words to Robert, when the couple is getting ready for Gladys’ party. Gladys, ghoulish and gurgling in a fright wig, and as over-the-top as Mrs Slocombe from Grace Brothers, is Margaret Leighton, by now married to Michael Wilding – another ramification. ‘They’re all darling people,’ she says of her guests, but they are not. The group scenes are a jungle, lots of jostling and wariness, though I like the appurtenances, as fixed in their period as items displayed by the National Trust: brown and orange retro crockery, revolving Long Playing vinyl records taken gingerly from their sleeve, dark glasses with chrome-effect frames, hotel foyers of brass and gold, wind chimes. Taylor is always looking through her vast wardrobe, is often changing her outfits, clobber as it’s begging to be called, and gazes in a mirror. Stella runs a boutique, where Zee makes a sudden appearance in a purple witch’s cloak. She tries on lots of brightly-coloured frocks, ponchos, hot-pants (X, Y & Zee is as pink and orange as Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is black and white) – the shop is a riot of shawls, masks, hats, beads, curiosities, boas. Pretty Gavin with his bolts of violet cloth is the future Right Honourable Baron Cashman of Limehouse in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets CBE. The decor, however, can’t distract from the fact a duel has indeed begun – Zee has come to see her rival, who is cool, doesn’t rise to the challenges. When Stella says that a red hat Zee wants is not for sale, and Zee replies, ‘Mustn’t take what isn’t ours, must we,’ Taylor may indeed be thoroughly Taylor, but she’s also like dragon queens Bette Davis or Joan Crawford, more or less emitting puffs of furious green smoke. At one point, when thwarted, she rampages up and down the street.


As it concerns a man and two women, X, Y & Zee is about Taylor and Burton and the melodramas behind Cleopatra in reverse, with Taylor in the Sybil part, the wife who is to be strung along and dumped – except Taylor is not somebody who can be left. She can’t be ditched. ‘I’ll always be your baby,’ she says to Caine’s Robert, ‘no matter whose lover you are or whose husband.’ When Zee yells ‘Robert!’ it is like Taylor screeching ‘Richard!’ Burton’s dilemmas, too, are here, when, in 1962, he couldn’t keep things trivial and was torn by guilt – will he go off with his new mistress or stay with his wife? ‘The more he wants to get out, the more he has to protest to you that he wants to get in. It’s always like that with a cunt.’ I quote from the screenplay. In the finished film that last sentence is deleted. ‘I’ve made up my mind,’ says Robert. ‘I’m going to leave her,’ yet he cannot and spends the entirety of the film going back and forth between the women’s houses, exactly as Burton did, when he was prowling around Rome, driving around Italy, flying to Paris and London. Zee is convinced Robert will never leave her, that the novelty of Stella will wear off (‘Everyone’s a good listener at first’) – and had Sybil been in Stella’s position, these are exactly the things Sybil would say: ‘You’re [i.e. Robert is] everything I ever despised and I’m everything I vowed not to be. That’s where our love has got us to.’ Her remarks to Robert about Zee would exactly sum up Sybil’s for Taylor: ‘I do love your company and all that, but I didn’t reckon for her and she’s too much, she’s everywhere.’ Similarly, Zee’s remarks to her husband about Stella are Taylor’s sneering sentiments about Sybil, who was tranquillising and soulful, and ‘sees beauty in everything, especially in shit’.


Taylor was too much. Taylor was everywhere. Her raucous laughter (which is not joyous) fills the soundtrack, along with plinky-plonky music. Her face when she succeeds in riling Caine’s Robert is an expression of victory. Were we in Ivanhoe still, Taylor would now be George Sanders. Susannah York is Rebecca or Joan Fontaine’s Rowena, mouthing platitudes: ‘Somehow I don’t ever see us as perfectly happy’; ‘People never want to admit they were in love once it’s over.’ Taylor’s Zee is good at strategy and intrigue. She’s rampageous, can never be shaken off. At one level, X, Y & Zee is an erotic frolic. Edna O’Brien was annoyed the producers didn’t have the courage to include her climax: ‘The last we see are their three bodies – arms, heads, torso, all meeting for a consummation,’ is what she writes in the script published by Weidenfeld in 1971. Instead, on screen, Susannah York is crying in bed, Taylor stares meaningfully (or meaninglessly) from the doorway, and Caine is at a complete loss. There are then, as the credits roll, freeze-frame close-ups of everybody’s eyes, which is simply confusing. The last thing that seems likely is an orgy. But there has been enough secrecy and deception, lies and cover-ups, to show how the games (as in Sleuth, where Caine duels with Laurence Olivier, under the direction of Cleopatra’s Joseph Mankiewicz) are about power. Zee is spiteful, tormenting, but also terrified by the threat of rejection, the prospect of loneliness – of being a woman abandoned: she cannot yield to that. Burton in his diaries several times expressed his admiration for X, Y & Zee, with its theme of a woman clinging on to her man. Perhaps, as Zee flings Robert’s luggage out of a window, he recognised the truth in her comment, ‘He likes women to be a mess. That’s why he’s still with me.’


*


When was Taylor at her absolute loveliest? For me her glamour is truly apparent in A Place in the Sun (1951), when she makes an entrance, as Angela Vickers, ‘a rich girl with nothing to do’, down a long polished hallway, and she’s covered in white fur. The film is noticeable for the blackness of the black, the whiteness of the white – Taylor’s costumes, her motor car, the harsh neon of the city scenes, are like ink and milk. The contrast is decisive and ravishing, like Othello and Desdemona. Despite the title, the sun is in eclipse, reaching the earth only in small flecks – the atmosphere is of cold shadows, a night garden, a lake at evening, a hushed late afternoon, with the forest floor covered in dusty pine cones. You know at once that the prolonged and hungry kiss between Taylor and Montgomery Clift’s George Eastman (‘Tell mama, tell mama all’) sets the seal on a love that is fatal, doomed. Nothing good will come of it – and out of the night come talons, beating wings, in the character and shape of Shelley Winters’ Alice Tripp (‘I’m in trouble, real trouble’), the factory girl whom George has impregnated.


Having encountered Angela, ‘a pretty girl you read about in the papers’, George now feels only a clammy hatred and resentment – and fear – when faced with Alice, who threatens to pull him back into poverty and an existence of dull duty. Clift is so appealing and earnest as the striving young man, who ‘wants to work and get ahead, that’s all’, as he says at his job interview; he is so nervous, flighty and friendless – when I watch the film I quite side with him and identify with him. Who’d not behave as he does, given the circumstances? Of course Shelley Winters has to be murdered (‘Are you crazy, coming up here?’ he says to her). Clift’s character has been trapped – trapped into having to become a killer. He was, in any event, Clift, a furtive actor – or am I letting his lupine looks sway me? I think of Clift as slinking away into the birch trees, his quarry in his jaws. He was frequently sideways-looking, with a glistening grin, which never quite turned into a confident or easy smile. I’m not sure he managed to be handsome, either. He burns without heat. A cloud was always crossing his sun. There is a sombreness, an awkwardness. He was anxious and stammering – in A Place in the Sun, as in The Heiress, made a year previously, he covets a life he can’t legitimately possess. He has to kill Shelley Winters – she is in the way – and we feel the pressures on him of this whining scold. He’s the one, also, as Morris Townsend, who’d seduced Olivia de Havilland’s Catherine Sloper, solely to get at her money – and who abandons her at midnight when it looks like she’ll not turn out to be as substantial an heiress as had been forecast. (Taylor accompanied Clift to the premiere of The Heiress, though whether this was the New York one, on 6 October 1949, or the Los Angeles one, on 20 October 1949, or the London one, a year later, I have not ascertained.)


Clift was good at portraying shabby self-interest – he’s always risking exposure and humiliation, putting himself in positions where his different background and origins only emphasise his unsuitability. Does it help (or hinder) that we can’t but be aware of his guilty homosexuality and drug abuse? Truman Capote had a story of a deranged Clift taking cashmere sweaters from a shop and kicking them along the pavement, putting a lot of effort into soiling them. ‘He can’t go on like that,’ said Taylor, when she heard, ‘it will kill him,’ which it duly did, in 1966, when Clift was forty-six. He was himself the sort of soiled American male Arthur Miller wrote about, who gradually realises nothing is happening as it ought. It’s interesting that John Huston cast Clift as the Viennese wizard in Freud, and in Suddenly, Last Summer, he’s a psychiatrist: a student of the murky mind. It’s a realm the actor seldom strayed far from – for as he once said, ‘When you throw yourself into an emotional scene, your body doesn’t know you’re kidding, when you become angry, tearful or violent for a part.’ It’s all, as it were, true.


A Place in the Sun is a film about desperation, and aspiration. George toils at the textile factory, folding and boxing up blouses on the production line; and his loneliness coincides with Alice’s – she’s dowdy, careworn – and they hold hands. The fundamentals of sexual need and sad solitude are very unromantic. Their scenes are filled with rain, which drips on parked cars. The boarding-house rooms are dismal, though the set decorators placed a clue on the wall – a print of Millais’ drowning Ophelia. Indeed, the film is full of premonitions – owls screeching, dogs snarling and barking, electric bells, sirens, clocks chiming, and mockingly jolly Hawaiian holiday music on the radio. The omnipresent radios also broadcast news bulletins and weather reports, predicting high temperatures.


Winters was always good at being oppressive, either by chirping, chuckling, warbling or else howling in pain and wretchedness – Charlotte Haze in Lolita (where she is run over – and how perfect that the future mother of Dolores Haze should be Taylor’s mirror opposite in A Place in the Sun); the mother whose throat is slit by Robert Mitchum in Night of the Hunter (we see her corpse sitting up in a submerged car, her hair streaming like weed, her mouth set for ever in a sullen pout); and in The Poseidon Adventure, she expires after a heroic underwater swim. Here, washed out and abandoned by George, she gets to be increasingly mean and demanding. She threatens to phone the newspapers, to turn up and embarrass George in front of his new friends – because by this time he has discovered Elizabeth Taylor, the boss’ daughter, ‘popular leader of society’s younger set’, having been invited by the boss to drop in on him at home, a home that is a palace of chandeliers and white plaster pillars. When Angela appears, in an evening gown designed by Edith Head, which is embroidered with thousands of tiny glass flowers and stars, it’s as if George has been wafted to another world – one in which he’ll only ever fit in fitfully (‘What are we going to do about him socially?’ asks Angela’s mother prudently, if snobbishly.)


Anne Revere, as Clift’s gloomy mother, who runs a religious mission, makes off-screen telephone calls, heavy with dramatic irony: ‘Promise to be a good boy, not to waste your time on girls.’ But the warning comes too late. The dour girlfriend is pregnant, wants an abortion, but the doctor won’t help; the beautiful girlfriend is a vision of Venus, water-skiing and splashing about in the big pond by the vacation cabin – a pond Clift shortly takes Winters out to explore in a rowing boat, as darkness is fast falling. (As the director, George Stevens, said of his extensive hunt for the location – Cascade Lake, Idaho, Lake Tahoe and Echo Lake, in Sierra Nevada – ‘I was trying to find a good lake to drown a pregnant girl in.’) Alice tipped into the drink, the remainder of the film is about pursuit. Screaming sirens close in, the orchestral strings reach a discordant climax, and when Taylor’s character hears what has happened, she collapses dramatically, sinking in an overhead shot on a circular rug.


A Place in the Sun concludes with Clift’s character going to the electric chair. Taylor’s Angela is seen back at school, with a school choir warbling on the soundtrack, as the teacher drones on – a scene to show how young she is, how she’s not an adult. But the question remains, what would you have done? Obligingly marry Winters’ Alice, with her nagging and whining, or try and keep the dream alive with Elizabeth Taylor, and remain for as long as possible in her world – a world you didn’t expect to penetrate, which in any event is going to be lost to you, as how can anything like that conceivably last?
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