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A Personal Note


Greta and Cecil, written in 1994, was my third biography, preceded by Gluck and Gertrude and Alice. It is not, essentially, a biography either of Greta Garbo or Cecil Beaton, more an account of their bizarre relationship from when they first met in 1929 to Cecil’s betrayal of her in print in 1971. Even relationship is perhaps too concrete a word for the puzzling exchange that went on between them. They contrived, or inhabited, a world of elusive gender and identity, reflected image, posed photographs, projection, fantasy and façade.


Two letters by Alice B. Toklas prompted me into this book. She wrote the first to her friend Carl Van Vechten after Greta, Cecil and Mercedes de Acosta went to tea with her in November 1951. Alice, widowed from Gertrude Stein, was living alone at 5 rue Christine in Paris. Cecil, she wrote, was ‘very tousled exhausted and worshipful’. Garbo she could not make out. ‘Do explain her to me. She was not mysterious but I hadn’t the answer. The French papers say they are to marry – but she doesn’t look as if she would do anything as crassly innocent as that. Expliquez moi as Pablo [Picasso] used to say to Baby [Gertrude Stein].’


Alice’s second letter, written when she was eighty-four, was to Anita Loos in May 1960. She had read Mercedes’ memoirs with their revelations about her love affairs with women. ‘You can’t dismiss Mercedes lightly,’ she wrote. ‘She has had the two most important women in the United States – Garbo and Dietrich.’


I was intrigued. What was Greta Garbo doing with Cecil Beaton and why was Mercedes de Acosta with them? Mercedes was candidly lesbian. Was Garbo, the Platonic ideal of beauty, lesbian too? What went on between her and Mercedes de Acosta? Was she really going to marry Cecil Beaton? If so, what sort of lavender marriage was that? Images came to mind: Dorothy Wilding’s photographs of Cecil, dressed convincingly as a woman, his house at Ashcombe in Wiltshire, filled with life-sized cupids, engraved mirrors, silver bird cages and stone statues called Castor and Pollux, his endless parties with lovely-looking people, charades and dressing up games; Garbo as Queen Christina in suede doublet and high-thighed boots, her legendary unattainability, her habit of speaking of herself in the masculine gender: ‘I’m such a sad little man’ or, ‘I must go to the little boys’ room’. Were she and Cecil at heart both gay men?


I watched videos of Garbo’s films hoping for clues to who she really was. I delved into the archives of films and photographs, diaries, memoirs and letters. I found, predictably, a superfluity of Cecil and an abiding desire for privacy from Greta. Cecil, the most self-revelatory of men, moved greedily into print. He turned fleeting impressions into published prose. Like his photographs, his writing grasped at transient things. All of it was autobiographical. His diary account of every exchange he had with Greta Garbo, The Happy Years, was published while she was still alive. My problem was of selection and focus; to understand Garbo’s inwardness and find the truth behind Cecil’s gush.


In many ways the more I delved, the more unreal they and their relationship became. Greta acted in her last movie in 1941 when she was thirty-six and after that was famously reclusive. She told Cecil her days in her New York apartment were spent lying in bed looking at the wallpaper. None the less Cecil decided she should be his wife and move to Ashcombe and his world of infinite bling. He wooed her remorselessly. It seems they did have sex together at least as often as once. She visited him on an afternoon in November 1947 in his suite in the Plaza, New York.




Suddenly, as if it were the most ordinary question in the world, she stretched out her arm towards the other room and asked with disarming and natural frankness, ‘Do you want to go to bed?’


Sometimes photographs are more like people than people themselves … This afternoon there were many flashes of her in the Pilgrim hat as she was in Queen Christina and later in the half light she was the living embodiment of her ‘stills’.





For Cecil, Garbo in bed was more photograph than flesh. He became the camera and the images he captured were from the film where she dresses as a man. Perhaps they were both so rooted in their professions they only existed if someone was looking at them, as if they embodied Bishop Berkeley’s idea of immaterialism – ‘to be is to be perceived’.


Like Alice B. Toklas I was puzzled as to what was really going on between them, and Greta and Cecil is my attempt to find out.


D. S.
2013








1
The Divine


‘I love you as one adores sacred things –
God, country, honour, you.’
‘I come last?’
‘You come before anything.’
Mata Hari


An image of Garbo’s gaze, like a moon breaking through darkness, was used on the cover of Photoplay in January 1930 at the height of her fame. Her gaze is incorporeal, photogenic in the sense of emitting light. Caricatured figures struggle vainly to reach her. The image makes a metaphor of the cinema’s darkness and her luminous beauty. It prints on the mind as essence, not form.


She came to cinema at a time when stars were idolised. Audiences revered the image of her face. They could, said the French critic Roland Barthes, simply sink into it as if into a philtre. She ‘offered to one’s gaze a sort of Platonic Idea of the human creature … descended from a heaven where all things are formed and perfected in the clearest light.’ The planes of her face were such that there was nothing to be overcome with lighting effects and preferred angles. William Daniels, cameraman for most of her films, called her face ‘perfection itself’. Still photographs by Arnold Genthe, Edward Steichen, Ruth Harriet Louise and Clarence Sinclair Bull testify to the range of her beauty. The imagist poet Hilda Doolittle compared her beauty to the masterpieces of the renaissance and antiquity.


It was said of her screen performances that she could turn the worst turnip into a masterpiece, that she created out of the thinnest material the ‘complex, enchanting shadow of a soul upon the screen’. The themes of most of her twenty-four Hollywood films were nugatory, but she invested herself in them and redeemed them. She said she made a fantasy of each part, disliked rehearsal in case her performance might stale, and took little notice of direction or her co-stars whose performances were unmemorable and irrelevant to hers.


Her supreme quality was an inwardness – sentience and feeling expressed through silence – and for this she was called The Divine. Clarence Brown, who directed four of her films, called it the photography of thought:




she had something behind the eyes that you couldn’t see until you photographed it close up. If she had to look at one person with jealousy and another with love, she didn’t have to change her expression. You could see it in her eyes.





Fifteen of her films were silent, and silence and her inwardness entwined. Hollywood turned her image into legend. A publicity photograph showed her face superimposed on the Sphinx with the desert beyond. With the advent of talkies she found emotion in the interstices between words, the inflectional look and a subtext of suggestion. When she said ‘hello-oo’ into a phone her voice was plangent with the sorrows of history and the hope of the world. If the words assigned to her were terrible she delivered them without thinking about them and conveyed something else.


Fourteen of her twenty-four films have an unhappy ending. In Inspiration she leaves Robert Montgomery when he is asleep rather than ruin his life. In Romance she persuades a priest to give up his love for her. In Woman of Affairs she kills herself to avoid breaking a marriage. In Camille she dies of consumption in Robert Taylor’s arms. In Anna Karenina she throws herself under a train. In Queen Christina she sails into the unknown with the corpse of John Gilbert. In Grand Hotel, unknown to her, John Barrymore has been murdered. In Mata Hari she goes to the firing squad. It was not what happened to her that concerned her audience, but the emotions for her they found in themselves.


In her early movies MGM merchandised her as an object of desire. ‘I am a woman’, she said of her performances, ‘who is unfaithful to a million men.’ She was cast as the femme fatale whose moods and appetites wreck ordinary lives: ‘Always the bad woman. What can I do? In the end I fall through the ice so the play can go on. They want me out of the way. That is the kind of part I have.’ Of The Temptress, where she makes a banker, a bandit, a bridge builder and all men her slaves, she said to the press: ‘I do not want to be a silly temptress. I cannot see any sense in getting dressed up and doing nothing but tempting men in pictures.’


After 1932, when MGM were in awe of her box-office power and when she had become, like royalty, an icon, she was cast as heroines of European history, regal and remote, in expensive costume melodramas. By devices of direction audiences were coerced to revere her on film. Her entrance was delayed then heralded by music as she descended flights of stairs in trailing gowns. Heroes suffered the coup de foudre at first glance. When she first appears in Anna Karenina she steps from a train, wreathed in steam which slowly disperses. In Ninotchka she waits alone on a railway platform. In Queen Christina she thunders on horseback across dangerous terrain.


She said, with disdain for the profession, that she was not much of an actress and had no particular technique. She asked for retakes if she felt a scene was false, could not work if there were distractions on set, ate a frugal lunch, brought from home, in her dressing-room, for years had a nervous blink that caused torment to cameramen and directors, and went home drained and depressed after each day’s filming.


Neither physically nor spiritually could Hollywood make her into a type. She came from peasant stock and her shoulders were broad, her feet large – often she wore men’s shoes – her breasts matter-of-fact, her stride like a sailor’s with a pelvic thrust. Dismissive of name and gender, she chose, as aliases, Harriet Brown, Mr Smith, Mr Thompson, Mr Toscar. From childhood on she referred to herself as ‘he’ or ‘boy’ or ‘little old man’. Her men friends or escorts were often homosexual and her sexuality as intriguing to women as men. She seemed to suggest an emotional hinterland, beyond gender, place or time. On film her men were shadowy and irrelevant, like trees blowing in the wind. When she saw the Japanese National Theatre’s Grand Kabuki, on its first American tour, she asked if she might go backstage to watch the onnagata (the specialist in female roles) effect his transformation from man into woman.


Her mere presence on celluloid confounded the censor who could not excise her suggested androgyny or intrinsic subversion. She had a way of ‘cupping her man’s head in both hands and seeming very nearly to drink from it’. Women, too, she kissed straight on the mouth. Her kissing was open-mouthed, ‘precise and lascivious’ and was in time banned by the Hays Code of Decency. The moral right dredged evidence to show that she corrupted the young, quoting the testimony of high-school girls: ‘I practised love scenes either with myself or with a girlfriend. We sometimes think we could beat Greta Garbo but I doubt it.’


She wished she could have had two lives, one for the cinema and one for herself. ‘The story of my life’, she said toward the end of it, ‘is about back entrances, side doors, secret elevators and other ways of getting in and out of places so that people won’t bother me.’ She could not walk down a road without being followed, photographed and questioned, nor sign her name without the penmark being coveted. Each day brought orchids from unknown admirers, long-distance phone calls from strangers hoping to hear her voice. Each week her fan letters, unopened, were burned by the sackful on the studio lot.


Her off-set persona tantalised. The public wanted a commensurate story about her private life. But she was shy and conversationally erratic, by turns direct, defensive, humorous, rejecting, silent or odd. She showed, both in her acting and in her private persona, no plausible anchor to the world beyond herself, not of home nor of partner nor creed. She appeared before the camera in some spiritual sense naked, in a curious tension between Nordic profundity and Hollywood splash. No one was more displaced in Hollywood, all who met her averred. On film she promised the ultimate in intimacy. In life she never went to a wedding, christening or ball.


Her elusiveness became a resource for journalists. They wrote columns about not interviewing her, about her aloofness, perversity, restraint. Her remarks to the press when she made them were dark: ‘Dead? I have been dead for many years’, ‘I am a wanderer, just a wanderer’, ‘Everyone whom I love dies’, ‘Love comes, love goes, who can help it?’ Her secretiveness and aloneness frustrated. Love, fame and fortune were offered to her, yet she chose privacy, a spartan regime of early nights and up at dawn, a frugal diet of spinach, yoghurt, bread and cheese, a nomad’s home within her rented Beverly Hills house – only two rooms used, sparsely furnished, an unpretentious, mannish garb – trousers, flat shoes, severe hats. If given jewels or expensive lighters she put them away in a drawer, saying that they oppressed her.


Captured memories of her were kept by many. Louise Brooks described walking down Santa Monica Boulevard in Beverly Hills in 1936 and seeing an ‘old town car’ driving toward her:




I had never seen it before but I knew it was Garbo’s. It was going slow, but it got very slow as it got up to me. Then I saw Garbo. She was sitting very straight in the shadows of the interior, black coat, black turban. Her expression did not change at all when she looked at me, but her eyes said, ‘I will stop and take you with me.’ I played like I did not see and walked to the Villa Italia while the car picked up speed on its way to Beverly Hills.





Such memories were like photographs, printed on the mind.


Stardom threatened to destroy her. She resisted by keeping intact an integrity to a notion of self, but the cost of resistance was high. Always a reluctant icon she became, in time, her own iconoclast. ‘I have made enough faces,’ she said at the age of thirty-six, in 1941, when she gave up acting and tried to be private.


In her years of retirement her camera image came to haunt her, for she had to live with the actual face from which the perfect image was derived. And her actual face, unlike its arrested image, altered and aged with time. As she grew older, photographs taken against her will seemed savage. They implied that her life was of less value than the split-second image of passed time.


Her face in Photoplay, though it cannot age, seems ethereal, ready to fade when the lights go up, or the day breaks, or the page is turned. Troubled by her reflection and the perception of its beauty Cecil Beaton pursued her. Like a quest for the Holy Grail.








2
Cecil’s Quest


‘O chéri, why don’t you answer the phone? Please!’
Grand Hotel


‘How I long to get at Garbo,’ Cecil Beaton wrote in his diary in December 1929. He was in Hollywood, photographing the famous, rich and beautiful for Vogue and for his projected Book of Beauty which, he said, ‘would show feminine beauty in all its phases’.




It was to be an imitation of the Victorian Albums in which lovely young ladies swooned over doves, read love-letters, or admired trails of convolvulus, while they faced a page of glowing descriptive text. This contemporary version was to be illustrated with my photographs and ornamented with purple prose written by myself.





Though the roll of Cecil’s lovely young ladies included filmstars, tycoons’ wives, Graces, Viscountesses, Marchionesses and at least one Highness, none of them, in his view, could compare in glamour with Greta Garbo and it frustrated him that she would not agree to be photographed, drawn, spoken to or even glimpsed by him.


He had seen her in her early silent movies: The Torrent, The Temptress, Love, The Divine Woman, The Kiss, and had read tantalising articles about her in the movie magazines. He kept publicity photographs of her and a scrapbook of her cuttings, called himself her ‘breathless victim’, said there was no one with a more exotic, magnetic or romantic personality and that her mystery and allure surpassed that of all women.




She is at once simple, subtle and the acme of sophistication and by her never appearing in public and by her being utterly impregnable, no one can find out the truth about her.





Cecil, aged twenty-five at the time of this visit to Hollywood, had already in London become an authority on female beauty, style and glamour. His pictures of debutantes and their mothers had made him, young as he was, the darling photographer of the glittering class. He was the most noticed of the bright young things and present at all the lunches and balls. His hand-held Kodak did not highlight unkind wrinkles and he excised double chins and warts from his prints with a penknife and a pen. He made all his ladies look beautiful in a cosmetic sense of the word, or else filled the background to his pictures with balloons, cellophane, or cement sacks and did tricksy things with mirrors, so that it was difficult to notice if they were not.


His work appeared regularly in the society magazines – The Sketch, Gentlewoman, Graphic and Vogue. He photographed Lady Louis Mountbatten as the figurehead of a ship, Lady Brecknock in a white fringed dress, Lady Loughborough in black jet, Lady Diana Cooper as a statue of the Madonna, the Marquise de Casa Maury ‘formerly Miss Paula Gellibrand’, peering from behind the wroughtiron gates of her Grosvenor Street home, Edith Sitwell breakfasting in bed, Emmeline de Broglie in a plastic mac with a background of crumpled cellophane. His mother Etty and his sisters Baba and Nancy were his favourite subjects and he designed their clothes then told them how to pose. He dressed his mother in eau-de-Nil trimmed with diamanté, or like a dowager duchess in ‘two shades of orchid mauve with mauve Bangkok picture hat’. Bedecked as Madame Pompadour, her picture appeared on the cover of Gentlewoman. His sisters he dressed as Gainsborough’s daughters, or festooned them with balloons, or draped them in eighteenth-century silver brocade. He took them reflected in mirrors or water, fragmented, presented and superimposed. His portraits of them appeared again and again in Eve, the Sketch, the Graphic, bearing the caption that they were descended from Lady Mary Beaton, lady-in-waiting to Mary Queen of Scots.


In October 1927, when Cecil was a callow twenty-three, the Graphic described him as an elegant first nighter who ‘designs pretty frocks for his friends, takes exquisite photographs and is generally artistic as well as being popular at tea parties’. A month later the Sunday Herald called him Wonder Boy, artist and photographer and commended him on his fantastic angles.


His energy, output and tenacity were formidable. By the time he got to Hollywood at Christmas 1929, intent on Greta Garbo, he had produced a body of work that appealed to stylists in London’s West End and in Manhattan. An exhibition of his photographs, held at the Cooling Gallery in New Bond Street in spring 1927 was described as the most crowded private view of the ‘little season’. The interior designer Elsie de Wolfe then staged it at her Gallery on Fifth Avenue and Edna Chase, American editor of Vogue, offered him work. His costume and set designs, first for the Cambridge Footlights, when he was an undergraduate there, then for fancy dress parties and charity pageants, shocked and amused. Eve featured his interior decorations for the Beaton family home.


As well as photographing the rich and designing their party clothes, Cecil drew and wrote. By 1929 Vogue regularly used his spidery, weak, almost satirical drawings to illustrate articles of a Who’s About Town or What to Wear sort. He wrote such articles too. In ‘What is Beauty’, for Vogue, November 1928, he commended taut toes and arched insteps, restrained self-consciousness and an awareness of elbows. He maintained that true beauty lay with the privileged class and said he did not believe that ‘the loveliest blooms of humanity have withered in the slums, that the most brilliant geniuses have died without a chance’. He wrote that he adored fashion because it was made up of everything that was most successful at that moment, expressed a preference for flat chests and schoolboy figures, over bosoms and ‘hips like watermelons’, said that he liked high foreheads, bones and thin necks and that he adored make-up and ‘the gilded lily’.


The suggestion that he might gild his own lily earned him a caution in December 1928 from Beverley Nichols, author of The Star Spangled Manner. At lunch a young woman remarked to Beverley that Cecil was heavily made-up. Cecil bridled at the idea:




it’s absolutely untrue that I have used make-up for years now and haven’t in my possession any powder or any paint whatsoever …


I adore maquillage and so wish that young men could paint their faces but they definitely can’t without being branded as social nuisances and if one renounces all things social one misses so much.





Though Cecil renounced powder and paint, his interest in taut toes, arched insteps, restrained self-consciousness and an awareness of elbows was acute. In his student days he had received acclaim for his skill in acting female roles for the Cambridge Footlights. Reviewers described him as an exquisite heroine and a successful female impersonator. Years later, in 1947, when he was forty-three, he told Greta Garbo of how, even as a boy, he had loved women’s clothes. He told her that on family outings to musical comedies and pantomimes he looked through opera glasses to see precisely how actresses painted their eyelids turquoise blue and put dots of scarlet in the corners of their eyes. He told her of his love for his mother’s dressing-table and of the time, on the family annual summer holiday in Norfolk, when he painted his face with her make-up. His perturbed father shut him in the bedroom for the day. It was no punishment. Cecil spent the time painting a watercolour of his theatrical love, the actress Lily Elsie.


Anita Loos introduced Cecil to Hollywood’s high life at Christmas 1929. She was writing a book about Hollywood characters for which Cecil was to do the drawings. ‘We clicked immediately,’ she said. ‘It was one of those instant things … Yes, he met people through me, but he was popular. He soon didn’t need that.’ Her husband, John Emerson, who claimed to co-author much of her work, was less sure of Cecil and called him ‘that snotty peacock’.


The trio stayed at the Roosevelt Hotel, ‘Home of the Stars’, on Hollywood Boulevard, ‘a mock Moorish conceit with patio, fountain, and shawl-draped balconies, its lobby crowded by desperate blondes in black satin, osprey and furs’. The Boulevard was lined with huge Christmas trees ‘all tarted up by vari-coloured lamps’. The New York stockmarket had crashed the previous month, but life went on. The success of Anita Loos’s novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, written in 1926, earned her over a million dollars by 1929.


On Christmas Eve she took Cecil to a party at John Gilbert’s house in Tower Road. Gilbert was Greta Garbo’s erstwhile lover and co-star in Flesh and the Devil and Love and had wanted, dramatically, to marry her, but she failed to turn up for the muchpublicised wedding in September 1926.


To her Swedish friend Mimi Pollak Garbo wrote, ‘I have been very naughty.’ She admitted she had promised Gilbert all manner of things which she could not follow through; that she was too uneven in mood ever to marry, and that Gilbert was angry. He had offered her all the luxury she had never known: swimming-pool, servants, a magnificent house. For reasons that mystified even herself she felt compelled to go home alone to her ugly hotel room.


During the long aftermath of their affair he was sent to jail for threatening her with a gun. Shortly before Cecil met him, he married Ina Claire, the third of his four wives.


Gilbert showed Cecil the loggia and waterfall he had built for Greta, the pine trees he had planted to remind her of Sweden, the sun parlour, the swimming-pool and the indoor court where he taught her to play tennis. Cecil thought he showed too many white teeth when he smiled and that Ina Claire overacted the part of the jubilant newly-wed. After the party he wrote in his diary of rumours that the marriage was ‘already somewhat turbulent’ and that the bridegroom had a reputation for violence when excessively drunk.


On New Year’s Eve, Anita Loos took Cecil to the ultimate party at the San Simeon ranch of William Randolph Hearst, the newspaper magnate. They travelled in Hearst’s special train, then were chauffeured to the ranch. They drove past high mountains, herds of buffalo, zebra, deer and antelope and exotic birds.




… at the top of a tree-spotted mountain, we caught sight of a vast, sparkling white castle in Spain. It was right out of a fairy story.


The sun poured down with theatrical brilliance on tons of white marble and white stone. There seemed to be a thousand marble statues, pedestals, urns … Hearst stood smiling at the top of one of the many flights of garden steps.





Cecil’s room had a carved gilt ceiling, Jacobean beds with gold brocade covers, tinselled velvet wall-hangings and a view of pale green mountains, blue hills and a silver sea. The glitterati of filmland were at this party, but not Greta Garbo.


In the first week of January 1930, Anita took him to the Paramount film studio and introduced him to those whose names he knew from the movie magazines. ‘“Meet Mr Lubitsch” – a fat birdlike little jew with a pointed mouth without any teeth … “Meet Mr Richard Arlen”, a nice, clean-looking young man wrinkled his forehead and smiled. “This is George Bancroft” the twinkling tadpole eyes didn’t seem a bit thuggish off the screen.’ Cecil photographed Mary Astor, Buster Keaton, Irving Berlin, Joan Crawford, Anita Page.


On 6 January he met Howard Strickling, MGM’s head of publicity, and implored him to help him meet Garbo. Strickling agreed to phone her and ask if she would be photographed. Cecil stayed on tenterhooks waiting for her reply.


Strickling gave him a wad of stills of Garbo from Anna Christie, in which she had just starred and which marked her transition from silent to talking movies. Cecil had heard it rumoured that her voice was no good and that her downfall would be as rapid as her rise. But her first world-weary words, drawled in a husky voice with a heavy accent, etched their way into cinema history: ‘Gimme a whisky, ginger ale on the side, and don’t be stingy baby.’ ‘Shall I serve it in a pail?’ says the waiter. ‘That’d suit me down to the ground.’


Strickling told Cecil that Garbo simply did not want to meet her fans. ‘She is so casual and dreamy,’ wrote Cecil, ‘she doesn’t give a damn and the fact that she doesn’t give a damn and will not come out of hiding only increases the frenzy and as with me they are almost driven insane with desire to see her.’


By midday he felt that the odds against her agreeing to be photographed had narrowed from 1000 to 1, to 6 to 1. Then he heard the news. Strickling had spoken to her on the phone and she had said to him: Oh she didn’t know about it, oh well. The following day Cecil arranged to photograph more accessible stars, like Norma Shearer. But all he wanted to hear about was Garbo’s decision. He had, he wrote, ‘worked himself into a frenzy of adoration of her’. He kept phoning: ‘Mr Strickling is not in his office just now and I’m afraid I don’t know about Miss Garbo’s decision.’ Cecil went without lunch and felt ‘frantic’ with exasperation and tiredness. He finally got through to Strickling. What about getting Garbo? he asked. Not a chance, was the reply.


‘Hell, Damn Blast the Bitch,’ Cecil wrote in his diary. ‘I almost wept with fury, exhaustion, pique. Hell. It was too awful to be so taunted by the Bitch. She’s got nothing else to do.’ He went back to the studios and shouted ‘Where in Hell is Miss Shearer? If she doesn’t arrive in three minutes I go.’ Oh Miss Shearer is on her way, he was told.


Anita took him to meet Elsie Janis who had been one of his ‘hottest boyhood enthusiasms’. When he was ten, he loved hearing her sing, at the Palace Theatre, London, ‘Give me the moonlight, give me the girl and leave the rest to me’. He had amused his sisters with impersonations of her and felt that she had great chic. Now she lived in a ‘niceish little house with awful Japanese-style furniture’, wrote Hollywood scenarios and looked ‘pretty terrible’ in cinnamon satin and brocade pyjamas with a rope of crystal beads round her neck.


She and Anita tormented him with talk of Garbo:




It is really too awful that she is so impregnable. I have pulled a hundred wires to try and see her, to photograph and draw her but without success and everywhere I go I hear the most palpitatingly exciting things about her beauty and her intelligence and Mother Janis today heaped on torments, one after another, about her movements being more beautiful than a panther’s, her skin more ivory than ivory, teeth more pearly than pearls, and eyelashes which when her eyes look down spread across her cheeks like peacocks’ tails. She is the only glamorous Hollywood star today and a hermit.





He was so agitated by his failure that Elsie Janis tried to intercede for him. Someone got through to Garbo’s maid: ‘Mees Garbo ees away for weekend.’ Elsie Janis assured Cecil she would pull all strings to try to fix a meeting, but he doubted her chance of success.


In New York Cecil had heard that Garbo’s only friend was ‘a man named Adrian … a dressmaker and a pansy’. Due to leave Hollywood the following day, Cecil wrote an ingratiating note to Adrian saying how much he would like to photograph him. ‘Well he appeared, a scraggy queer, and I took some pictures of him.’ Cecil arranged that same evening to go and see Adrian’s home and his drawings. He hoped that this would lead to an introduction to Garbo.


Anita wanted to meet Adrian too. He arrived at the Roosevelt wearing a bright suit, jade green scarf and with rouged cheeks. Cecil thought it all for his benefit, so he showed him his own drawings, about which Adrian was polite but lukewarm.


They set off in Adrian’s car. Cecil and Anita sat in the back ‘and pinched one another and poked each other and nudged with pursed lips. This pick-up was a riot.’ But Cecil felt chastened when he saw Adrian’s exquisite house, an ‘oasis’ in the desert of bad taste of Hollywood. It rivalled his own boldness of style.


They went into a room with white satin curtains, urns of white daisies on marble columns and wall paintings by Adrian of gold and silver tropical plants in a white jungle. Beyond this was a patio with trees, giant plants growing against high white walls, three monkeys and a parrot. Adrian then showed his drawings and Cecil was impressed: ‘No wonder he had not enthused over my amateur efforts.’ He thought Adrian’s work witty, decadent, decorative and superbly drawn, in the manner of Aubrey Beardsley. He described him as a sensitive and subtle person with a ‘phallus mania’. Never before had Cecil seen so many images of phalluses. Jungle flowers and cacti looked like them, palm trees were sprouting them, hats were trimmed with them and the ‘central parts’ of all the figure drawings ruled supreme.


Adrian told him that he was well paid for costume design, which allowed him to live in his exquisite house and to draw and paint his pictures. Cecil mocked his manner and his ‘pansy voice’, but admired his work, style and individuality.


He plied him with questions about Garbo. He received only vague answers, though Adrian said she was by far the most interesting person in Hollywood. Cecil would have liked to have stayed with him for hours. Adrian drove them home in pouring rain. Anita was equally impressed and both were intrigued by Garbo’s friendship with him. ‘So much more credit to her,’ said Cecil.


Adrian was with Metro Goldwyn Mayer from 1928 until 1942 and became the most famous costume designer in Hollywood’s history. He designed for Joan Crawford, Jean Harlow, Myrna Loy and Janet Gaynor – with whom he eloped in 1939. Their marriage was referred to as a ‘twilight tandem’, a ‘lavender cover-up’, where public image and private life were at odds.


Adrian projected Garbo’s androgynous image and his designs for her had a huge impact on commercial fashion. The little velvet hat trimmed with ostrich feathers and worn over one eye, which he devised for her in Romance in 1930, set a vogue for the decade for the Empress Eugénie hat. His costumes for Mata Hari were toured round the States. The large, face-framing linen collars, heavy velvet jackets and leather jerkins which she wore in Queen Christina were adapted for retail and sold at Macy’s, Gimbel’s and Saks, Fifth Avenue. Vogue printed his sketches for Camille in 1936. When Garbo quit Hollywood in 1941, so did he, saying that with her departure, glamour went too.


He was always her discreet friend. As a gesture of admiration, when dressing her for Camille, he had the initials GG embroidered in seed pearls inside the cuffs of her silk-lined mauve kid gloves. In 1935, he gave an interview for Photoplay, in which he tried to explain her temperament without infringing her privacy. He said she often told him she would give anything in the world to have the privilege of walking about, shopping and travelling, without being noticed, that she hated being stared at and fussed over and liked to live quietly. He said that a crowd would gather to look at an elephant walking up a gangplank as readily as it would to see a movie star, and that if you happened not to like being stared at, or photographed and talked to against your will, you did what you could to avoid the discomfort. Twenty years later Greta told Cecil that photographers who took pictures against people’s wills, violated the privacy of human beings.


Adrian, in 1935, described her as shy, full of fun, and beautiful in a spiritual way. He said her eyes were extraordinary, her body slender and athletic from exercise and walking, that she was usually tanned by the sun, rarely arrived at fittings with her hair combed, and used no make-up except for a pencil line at the edge of her eyelids. Her preferred clothes were tailored suits, sweaters, slacks, berets and sports shoes and he did not think she had an evening dress and if she had, he was sure she had never worn it.


He called her a woman apart, an individualist who ruthlessly defended her own code of living by ignoring the mores of the world outside. He said that anyone who kept away from group thinking was usually disliked, mistrusted, or considered odd. He described her as simple, direct and truthful and as having not one ounce of affectation. ‘She is at no moment the actress and never gives the illusion of being one until she is on the set before the lights, actually in the part.’


Cecil left Hollywood on 8 January 1930 without having set eyes on Greta Garbo. In an interview for the Chicago Daily News he said, ‘I went out there purposely to take her picture. I will never go again unless I am assured that she will pose for me.’ He travelled by train to Palm Beach with Anita Loos and John Emerson and stayed with them in their house in Sea Spray Avenue for sixteen days. For Vogue he took photographs of those seen in the sun at Palm Beach, and wrote of the ‘fabulous vulgarity in this operetta town’. On 14 January, on his twenty-sixth birthday, Anita gave a dinner party for him. There were joke cigarettes, buzzing matchboxes and biscuits that squeaked.


Back in New York at the end of January, he stayed at the Barclay Hotel. Vogue were lukewarm about the technical merits of his photographs – for which he was paid $50 each – said that he knew nothing about lighting and recommended that he take photography classes at nightschool. Cosmopolitan derided his drawings for Anita’s book on Hollywood, called them amateur and naïve and sent her a telegram: ‘Beaton’s work definitely not up to Cosmopolitan standard.’ She compounded the criticism in a letter to Cecil:




I feel you are on the crossways between being an artist and being a dilettante … Your drawings would be funnier if backed by a thorough knowledge of anatomy … Even though you are winning more and more social and professional friends all the time, what a nonsensical career in comparison with winning respect for your work … I long to see you pulling a Garbo and giving everyone the air.





On Sunday 2 February he lunched with Mercedes de Acosta at her house. She was a playwright and socialite, known for her lesbian lifestyle. Cecil thought her appearance ‘outrageous and formidable’. Her hair was short and she wore men’s clothes – a tie, trousers, buckled shoes and a cloak. But she was enthusiastic about his work and he liked her company and called her ‘enchanting and naïve’, ‘charming and birdlike’ and ‘vividly quick’.


They gossiped about and made fun of the ‘dreary crowd of New York lesbians … their earnestness, squalor, poverty and complete lack of humour’. She talked at length about Garbo which thrilled Cecil so much he felt like taking the train back to Hollywood to make another attempt to see her. Mercedes had, at this time, only seen Garbo from afar. This was in Constantinople, in 1924, when Garbo was there with Mauritz Stiller, working on a film called The Odalisque from Smyrna, which foundered through lack of funds.


‘One day in the lobby of the Pera Palace Hotel,’ Mercedes wrote in her memoirs of that first sight:




I saw one of the most hauntingly beautiful women … The porter said he did not know her name but he thought she was a Swedish actress who had come to Constantinople with the Swedish film director, Mauritz Stiller.


Several times after this I saw her in the street. I was terribly troubled by her eyes and I longed to speak to her, but I did not have the courage. Also I did not even know what language to use. She gave me the impression of great loneliness which only added to my own already melancholy state of mind. I hated to leave Constantinople without speaking to her, but sometimes destiny is kinder than we think, or maybe it is just that we cannot escape our destiny … as the train pulled out of the station which carried me away from Constantinople I had a strong premonition that I might again see that beautiful and haunting face on some other shore.





At the time of this sighting, Mercedes was entrenched in an affair with the Broadway actress Eva Le Gallienne.* Mercedes was thirty-one (though on her passport she gave her year of birth as 1900), Miss Le G, as she called herself, was twenty-five. They wore rings inscribed with messages of devotion and wrote of being married to each other in a sense they called ‘beautiful and poignant’.


The affair lasted until 1926. In February of that year Mercedes sat alone in the Capitol Theatre on Broadway and watched Garbo in her first Hollywood film, The Torrent. She thought that Garbo, like Eleonora Duse whom she knew, was a great actor and that the character she played ‘took hold of her and not she of it’. She saw the film through twice and felt that she might, in her secret heart, draw Garbo to her.


[image: ]


On that Sunday lunchtime, with Cecil, she gave him all the gossip and half-truths she had heard about Garbo. She told him how, in Sweden when Garbo was still a girl, Mauritz Stiller who was ‘already quite fifty years old’ and who stood for glamour and all that was intellectually exciting in life, found her, educated her, fell in love with her and took her to Hollywood. She told him of Garbo’s affair with John Gilbert, said that Stiller, outraged, returned to Sweden then died and that Garbo almost killed herself from remorse and grief.


She said Garbo talked very little and never looked in a mirror, walked like a boy, with long strides, was not so far a lesbian, but might easily be one and had rushed about showing everyone when the tailor sent her a new pair of riding breeches with fly buttons. ‘Well that was Mercedes’ story, gleaned from a great friend of Garbo’s,’ said Cecil.


The next day, Monday 3 February, he and Mercedes met again, dined together and went to the opening of a play in which Mercedes’ friend Hope Williams was acting. Cecil was embarrassed at being seen with Mercedes. He felt that people were sneering at him for being with a ‘furious lesbian’. Back in her kitchen, after the show, they both talked for hours of love and courage and of how there could be ‘no grovelling when one felt a great passion’. That night he wrote in his diary that he liked her thin, brittle arms and intelligence and would have liked to have gone to bed with her.


Off-guard, he confided to her that he had had an affair with Adèle Astaire. Later, when alone, he regretted the admission, was afflicted by a sense of self-betrayal and chided himself for a serious mistake. He took pride in his secretiveness about his sexual encounters. He wrote in his diary that Mercedes knew the affair meant little to him and that he could have killed himself for having told her.


Perhaps his anger with himself was because the news was too cool to be true. He needed to boast that he had been to bed with a woman. The event had taken place the previous December in New York and left him feeling ‘hysterical’, deathly tired and unable to work. He and Adèle had shared a bed, held hands in the cinema, tap-danced together and she had bitten him on the chin ‘unendurably hard’. But his truer interest was in the relationship between Adèle and her brother Fred, which mirrored something of his own preoccupations with his sisters and with merged male and female identity.


His photographs of the Astaires, whom he first saw dancing together in 1924, show them as a single entity. ‘I’d like to change my whole self,’ he wrote after seeing them dance. ‘I adored the Astaires so much that I nearly died in my stall.’ It was always his desire to be other than he was, the performer, not the photographer, the viewed and not the voyeur.


On Tuesday 4 February 1930, after his ‘confession’ to Mercedes, he woke up with the feeling that he had done something foul – like ‘going to bed with a nigger or something disgusting’. He had, he felt, been untrue to himself and was furious at his weakness.


Quite what being true to himself entailed for Cecil, when it came to sex, was no direct matter. A fortnight later, through Adèle, he met a boxer, Jimmy, a drawing of whom he wanted to include in Anita’s book. He began by taking dull photographs of him. Then it was agreed Jimmy should call back for a session of more realistic boxing poses. He left his gear in Cecil’s rooms at the Barclay Hotel.


He returned after a few days, tanned from lying under a sunray lamp. Cecil thought him a ‘real Adonis’, with huge shoulders, narrow hips, marble skin and solid neck. He photographed him, they drank whisky, and Jimmy regaled him with accounts of the women he had sent to hospital because of ‘the size of a certain part of his formation’.


The next day Jimmy returned, yet again, for more pictures – though not ones that were offered to Vogue – ‘complete nuders this time’. Cecil smeared him with cold cream and was thrilled by his body, ‘in the bright lights it shone like wet stone and he is, my gosh, “well built” to the point of being a monstrosity.’ Cecil wrote in his diary that he had never known anything like it and could readily believe all that Jimmy told him about the twelve inches and the huge thickness.


They had a long talk about Jimmy’s appetites, with Cecil lying on the bed and Jimmy sitting beside him. He told Cecil that for breakfast he had porridge, four eggs, fifteen rashers of bacon, sausages and twenty slices of toast. At night he had two steaks and saltpetre in his coffee. The talk became ribald and obscene. ‘We talked dirty details for hours,’ wrote Cecil. Jimmy told him that he had sex eight times a night with women whom he left crying for mercy and that pansies beseeched him for sex but that ‘he would not do that because he was a real man’. He could, he said, spot ‘lesbians and faggots a mile off’ by the way they smoked their cigarettes. He knew from Garbo’s smoking, in her love films with John Gilbert, that she was ‘at any rate a prospective lessy’. Jimmy left at two in the morning, with Cecil pleading with him to stay.


He kept coming back and Cecil took to lending him money for the weekly bills of rent and groceries, and $50 to find a new room. One night he stayed over, which left Cecil feeling frayed, nervy, sleepy and sad. He read Cecil’s palm and told him that by the age of thirty-five he would be an entirely different person, but that he would never be happy. ‘Frankly Seesil you’ll never be happy.’ He took him to his gymnasium but Cecil did not like the ‘demented looking pugilists’, the language of the black attendants and the smell in the corridors. They dined at Dinty Moore’s on 46th Street, a haunt of gays and transvestites, where the waiters treated Jimmy like a god. They had oysters, vegetable stew and steak. Cecil wished in vain that Jimmy would at least offer to pay for the taxis on these outings. Jimmy punctuated silences with ‘What a Life, Cecil. Isn’t it a Life.’ Back at the Barclay, he drank Cecil’s whisky and insinuated that sexual delights were in store, ‘but enough of that until it happens’, wrote Cecil.


Whatever it was, it almost happened on 13 March 1930, Cecil’s last night in New York.




It was hard to get him talking about what I wanted. He is an independent bastard and so am I and after a terrific struggle I won and it was not worth the bother and once I had won the delight had left … I feel very triumphant at having been the first person to overcome him for he’s a tough proposition.





Cecil then lent him ‘another batch of money’, and, after he had gone, went to sleep at once.


Cecil’s diary entries on this conquest conveyed no trace of the shame he felt at admitting to Mercedes de Acosta that he had gone to bed with Adèle Astaire. It was an off-beat encounter for London’s elegant first nighter and well-paid advocate in Vogue, Gentlewoman and Eve of taut toes, arched insteps, restrained self-consciousness and an awareness of elbows.


The next day, on 14 March 1930, Cecil sailed for England, his quest for Garbo unfulfilled. He was as far as ever from realising his wish to meet and photograph her. It was a wish compounded of strange ambitions and desires. Like Narcissus who loved no one until he saw his own reflection in water and fell in love with that, Cecil saw himself reflected in his photographs of women. Often, by contrivance with mirrors, he appeared in the photographs with them, confounding the reality of who was the viewer and who the viewed. With unconventional zeal he liked to dress as a woman. He thought photographs of himself in dresses for a Cambridge production of All the Vogue ‘simply marvellous, just as I had expected them to be’. He ‘adored maquillage’. In 1930, writing in Screenland, he called Hollywood the most artificial place in the world. He said that because it was artificial he enjoyed it a thousand times more.


But with Garbo illusion moved to a different dimension. She acted so convincingly that she seemed more real than reality. She seemed to be the essence from which the image of beauty came. But she wanted to stay hidden. He had heard that she neither looked in mirrors nor viewed rushes of her films. She was glamorous, but eschewed the trappings of glamour, a woman apart, who cherished her solitude and walked in the mountains alone.


He had seen from her films that when she acted love, she cupped men’s faces and kissed them thirstily, that she kissed women open-mouthed on the lips, but it was only acting, only a tease. Off-set he had heard that she was friends with men like Adrian, men who were maybe like himself. From Mercedes he learned that she might be lesbian and that she liked to wear trousers, if not in quite the same way as he liked to wear skirts. Behind his photographs of women was a need to reveal something of himself. Were he to track Garbo down and capture her with his camera, what would those images reflect back, in the mirror of his illusions and the flamboyance of his dreams?
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