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FOREWORD BY CLAIRE BLOOM


I hold in my hand an antique enameled box, decorated with roses both inside and out. Fragile and exquisite, it was a gift to me from Vivien Leigh. I treasure it. Vivien chose her gifts with great care throughout the year, saving them for some special occasion and for the perfect recipient.


We met when performing together on the London stage in Duel of Angels, written by Jean Giraudoux. I was Lucrece, the sacrificial victim, dressed in white. Vivien, dressed in red, was the dangerous and destructive Paola. This, the late ’50s, was still the time of stylish theater, when leading ladies were expected to be both beautiful and beautifully dressed on and off the stage. Christian Dior designed our dresses. Vivien’s beauty was like that of a Siamese cat, her eyes the same extraordinary shade of blue, her light movements almost feline in their grace. Her frame was so minute that when, in the course of the play, I put my arm around her shoulder, I felt I was embracing an exotic and fragile bird. And in a way, that is what she was.


I was eighteen years younger than my fellow actress, a difference in age that never once interfered with the great affection we developed for each other. Neither did the fact that I’d had a momentary dalliance with her husband, Laurence Olivier, when I acted opposite him in the film of Richard III. She could have resented this, she could have resented my youth; she never did.


The critical reviews of her performances were sometimes dismissive, once or twice downright insulting, as some thought it was impossible that someone so widely acknowledged as the most beautiful woman of her time could also be a fine and serious actress. Her performance as Cleopatra, her powerful and driven Lady Macbeth, above all the glorious Blanche in Streetcar were proof, if any were needed, that she was an important artist of both film and theater.


That there was a tragic side to her life only became clear to me during the run of the play. Once I visited her dressing room to find her in tears. I didn’t know the reason, and didn’t like to pry. But later I learned that rumors had reached her, hinting that Olivier had been seen dining after his show with pretty actresses a fraction of his age. The rumors turned out to be only too true.


Well and movingly described in this book, and certainly witnessed by others, are many accounts of her mental illness. Only once did I witness this most disciplined and dedicated actress in the grip of a terrible episode. I had left the play to appear in what I hoped might be an important film, Look Back in Anger. A few weeks later, at about three in the morning, I received a call from Vivien. She hadn’t been well enough to appear in the play that night, and told me that she was at home, in her bath, and had tried to put her head under the water and drown herself. She was quite alone. Would I come over? I rushed into a taxi and arrived at Eaton Square. Far from being alone, Vivien was surrounded by a sea of people. A gramophone was playing at one end of the room, another playing some different record at the other. Vivien’s beautiful face was swollen, almost unrecognizable. A doctor was trying to get her into the bedroom so he could inject her with some tranquilizer. I stayed for a while, until I realized there was absolutely nothing I could do.


After I quit the play, the close relationship that can be found only in the intimate setting of the theater faded, but never completely vanished. When my daughter was born a few years later, I had a loving telegram from Vivien: “Well done darling.”


She loved those she loved with all her heart, and was loved unequivocally in return. I was lucky enough to have been accepted as a friend. That was no small privilege.


—Claire Bloom, April 2013




[image: Vivien in character as Scarlett O’Hara.]






Vivien in character as Scarlett O’Hara.





INTRODUCTION



When Vivien Leigh walked into a room, all eyes immediately fixed on her. This bewitching effect wasn’t just because of her undeniable beauty. She had an aura—a magnetism that drew people in and left them spellbound. Her first love was for the stage, but her luminous intensity was magnified on the movie screen. Nearly half a century after physically departing this world, Vivien lives on in the film roles she made immortal. Whether clawing her way back to the top as civilization crumbled around her in Gone With the Wind or fighting and ultimately succumbing to harsh realities in A Streetcar Named Desire, Vivien had the unique power of immediacy which has kept her performances fresh—and thus helped keep her in the spotlight—long after many other stars of her generation have faded from memory.


Sir Alec Guinness, the great chameleon of British stage and screen, once said of her, “We have to love what we love, and we have to remain loyal. So many who loved Vivien’s work—on the stage and on the screen—turned against it when she was frail or when the styles shifted from her corner. I can find no reasonable defense for this. We stand on shores every bit as slippery as Vivien’s when we fail to honor our passions.”


Like every public figure, Vivien had her detractors. Many were envious when she ran off with the most coveted role in film history. Thirty-three years after the fact, on The Merv Griffin Show, Bette Davis admitted she still held a grudge for not winning the role of Scarlett in Gone With the Wind. Others were quick to point out her learned, rather than natural, acting abilities. The emergence of renowned critic Kenneth Tynan onto the scene in the 1950s transformed Vivien from “a Queen who requires no consort” into a virtual moving target for criticism because she dared to act opposite the love of her life and her greatest mentor, who also happened to be England’s Greatest Actor. But for every jealous barb thrown her way, for every negative review or misunderstood tantrum, there were ten people willing to stand up for her, to protect her, and to comfort her. “To know Vivien was to love her,” Terence Rattigan eulogized in The New York Times on August 6, 1967. “To have loved Vivien was also to have been loved by her, and loved with a true devotion and a passionate loyalty that might well put your own wavering emotion to shame.”


On the eve of her divorce from Laurence Olivier in 1960, Vivien gave voice to her anxieties about the future, writing to the man with whom she had spent twenty-five turbulent but in many ways rewarding years, “I hope my life will prove a useful and good one, to many people.” This single quote seems to sum up the answer to a question that I have been asked several times since setting out to compile this book: Why does Vivien Leigh still matter?


I first became aware of her in Gone With the Wind. This seems to be the typical point of discovery for many fans, its wide availability and iconic status making it an easily accessible gateway into the world of classic Hollywood cinema. I can’t remember a time in my life when I wasn’t in love with the movies. As an impressionable teenager, the saga of Scarlett O’Hara struck a particular cord and I began devouring any literature I could get my hands on that would tell me more about the production and its stars. Out of the main players, Vivien emerged as the most interesting and enigmatic figure.


Despite being a consummate star, Vivien has managed to remain somewhat elusive. She never had the opportunity to pen her own story, and the most influential figure in her life, Laurence Olivier, consistently refused interviews with her many biographers. It was not until 1977, when Anne Edwards revealed Vivien’s long-fought battle with manic depression (commonly referred to today as bipolar disorder), that the idyllic illusion surrounding Vivien and her marriage to Olivier was shattered.


The British Library’s acquisition of Olivier’s papers in 2000 has provided a unique lens through which to reassess the facets of Vivien’s struggle with mental illness and her romantic and professional relationship with Olivier. This previously untapped treasure trove of archival material, which includes everything from personal correspondence between Vivien and Olivier to film contracts, doctor’s notes, interview transcripts, and legal and medical records, sheds new light on these two topics that have been frequently discussed yet seemingly misunderstood.


It has been twenty-five years since the publication of the last significant Vivien Leigh biography. As she would have been one hundred years old in November 2013, it only seems fitting to bring her back into the spotlight by pairing new research with rare and previously unpublished photographs, showcasing her startling beauty, and conveying her multifaceted persona as a woman, an actress, and a legend.


[image: London portrait photographer Vivienne (Florence Entwistle) said of Vivien, “She is an artist-photographer’s dream and the fairest of the fair.]






London portrait photographer Vivienne (Florence Entwistle) said of Vivien, “She is an artist-photographer’s dream and the fairest of the fair. Analyze her features—the proportion, the relationship of one to another, the harmony, the line. It is hard to fault them.”




[image: Vivian Mary Hartley, circa 1917.]






Vivian Mary Hartley, circa 1917.
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CHAPTER 1


FAME IN A NIGHT


“I saw her appearance in The Mask of Virtue at the Ambassadors Theatre—she was the loveliest thing I had ever seen on the stage.”


—Isabel Jeans


Vivian Holman (née Hartley) was easily starstruck. She was eclectic in her tastes and enjoyed many hobbies, among them reading, collecting paintings, and gardening. Her favorite pastimes were going to the cinema and theater. Once under the spell of a certain performer, she was apt to see a particular film or play multiple times. It had always been this way. When she was seven years old and boarding at a convent school in Roehampton, she had begged her mother to take her into the city to see George Robey perform at the Hippodrome in Leicester Square. The “Prime Minister of Mirth” was her favorite actor and she saw Round in 50 sixteen times. After seeing the 1929 MGM silent film The Pagan, Vivian fell in love with Mexican heartthrob Ramon Novarro.


In the mid-1930s, as the wife of a Middle Temple barrister, she could afford a good nanny for her baby daughter, Suzanne, with plenty of spending money left over to enjoy the leisurely pursuits London had to offer. It was no surprise then, that Vivian attended several performances of Theatre Royal in the autumn of 1934. George S. Kaufman and Edna Ferber’s comedic parody of the real-life Barrymore clan was staged by Noël Coward at the Lyric Theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue. Playing hard-drinking womanizer Anthony Cavendish (a fictional John Barrymore) was Laurence Olivier, one of the most promising actors on the London stage. Olivier’s brooding good looks and dynamic style were a heady combination. Vivian was a firm believer in fate. She sat with rapt attention as Olivier cavorted around the stage, and there, illuminated by the footlights, she saw her entire future. Turning to her girlfriend, Vivian suddenly whispered, “That’s the man I’m going to marry.” Startled, her friend reminded her that both she and Olivier were already married—to other people. “It doesn’t matter,” Vivian replied. “I’m still going to marry him one day.” Little did she know that in a few short months, she herself would become the toast of the London theater scene in her first West End play. Her name on the program would read Vivien Leigh.


[image: As a child in India, Vivian’s imagination flourished.]






As a child in India, Vivian’s imagination flourished. When asked in 1960 why she initially wanted to become an actress, she said, “I like dressing up, I think.”


Vivien was seven when she told her school friend Maureen O’Sullivan that she wanted to become an actress. It may have seemed a strange profession to choose at such a young age, particularly for a girl who grew up within the strict confines of convent life. But she was never one to adhere to convention. O’Sullivan, who later became famous for playing Jane opposite Johnny Weissmuller in the Tarzan films, remembered how, even as a child, Vivien flaunted an aura of individuality. “She was always a beautiful little girl. I remember we used to do silly little things in school like voting for the most popular, or the most pretty, or the most talented, or the most likely to be outstanding in the world. And I remember Vivien Leigh got the vote. Vivien always wanted to be an actress. She was single-minded. She was the only girl in school to take ballet, for instance. She took it alone, the only one. I thought it was rather brave of her.”


[image: ]


The seeds of imagination were planted in Darjeeling, India, where she was born Vivian Mary Hartley on November 5, 1913, the only child of Yorkshire-born stockbroker Ernest Richard Hartley and his wife, Gertrude Mary Frances. Later in life, Vivien would jokingly tell Laurence Olivier that she had been so spoiled as a child she believed the fireworks set off for Guy Fawkes Night were really in celebration of her birthday. Darjeeling was a popular vacation spot for British expats looking to escape the unbearable humidity of the Indian summer. For Vivien’s mother, it held a spiritual quality. The story goes that Gertrude would often sit looking mesmerized at the distant Himalayas, in hopes that some of nature’s great beauty would be passed to her unborn child.
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[image: Two portraits of Vivian taken by famed child photographer Marcus Adams in London, 1922.]






Two portraits of Vivian taken by famed child photographer Marcus Adams in London, 1922.


In recent years, there has been speculation about Vivien’s ancestral origins. Hugo Vickers revealed that her mother Gertrude might have been part Armenian or Parsee Indian, which would explain Vivien’s “dark Eastern beauty.” Gertrude’s maiden name was Yackjee but she often went by the family name Robinson as a possible means of avoiding prejudice commonly displayed toward half-castes. Comparisons have been drawn between Vivien and actress Merle Oberon, who starred in two films opposite Laurence Olivier and who was directly affected by xenophobic attitudes of the time. Throughout her adult life, she maintained that she’d been born in Tasmania, instead of Bombay, and that her Indian mother was not her mother at all. Oberon was signed to a film contract with Alexander Korda and went to great lengths to appear more “British.” Such was not the case for Vivien, who never denied being born in India and whose exoticism was actually played up in the 1930s. Whatever her background, it didn’t seem to have a negative impact on her life or career.


Vivien’s flare for the dramatic likely came from her father. Along with polo and racing horses, Ernest enjoyed performing as an amateur member of the Calcutta Dramatic Society. Her mother was “the determined one in the family,” according to Vivien. Gertrude instilled in her daughter a love of literature. Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories was a particular favorite and Vivien made her mother continue to read them aloud despite knowing the words by heart. Vivien also delighted in the illusory worlds of Hans Christian Andersen, Lewis Carroll, and Greek mythology. Fantasy would be a recurring theme throughout her life, both in her work and the atmosphere she tried to create for other people.


In 1917, during the First World War, Ernest relocated to Bangalore and took up a job training horses for British troops fighting in the Middle East. His wife and daughter went to Ootacamund and continued to enjoy a privileged lifestyle. In nearby Mussoorie, three-year-old Vivien made her first appearance on stage. Jealousy broke out amongst the other children when she was chosen to play Bo Peep in a charity matinee of Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son. Vivien made an impression by announcing to the audience that instead of singing her song, she would recite it. Also in the show was Nancy Godden, whose sister Rumer would grow up to pen Black Narcissus. Rumer thought Vivien “a bewitching little girl.”


Vivien’s idyllic childhood came to an abrupt end in April 1920. Gertrude, a devout Roman Catholic, wanted her daughter to be raised in a religious environment. At age six, Vivien was taken back to England and deposited at the Convent of the Sacred Heart in Roehampton, West London. She wouldn’t see her parents again for nearly two years. In the days of Empire, it was not uncommon for privileged parents living abroad to send their children “home” to receive their education. Several British actors of Vivien’s generation, including Margaret Lockwood, Dulcie Gray, Googie Withers, and Basil Rathbone had similar experiences. It is conceivable that the feeling of abandonment Vivien experienced when left at the convent contributed to her eventual problematic behavior. Jack Merivale, Vivien’s companion late in life, alluded to the uneasy relationship she had with Gertrude in later years. He said he “knew things were bad when she called for her mother.” Gertrude lived in a state of denial about the mental health issues Vivien later suffered from and remained fiercely loyal, despite often being used as “a sort-of kicking board” during Vivien’s bad times.


Vivien was the youngest pupil at the school and at least one classmate felt “there was an air of romance about this lovely little girl alone without her parents.” Her friend Patricia (Patsy) Quinn (Lady Lambert) described her impression of Vivien to Alan Dent in 1969: “I can see her now—so tiny and delicately made, with wonderful large blue eyes and chestnut wavy hair nearly to her waist—the tiny retroussé nose, and the only complexion I have ever seen that really was like a peach.” Another fellow boarder, Jane Glass, recalled how Vivien was “cossetted and pampered by the nuns because her parents were in India—in those days like having parents on Mars.” During holidays Vivien was often left behind while her friends rejoined their families. In an effort to soothe her loneliness, the Mother Superior allowed Vivien to take a white kitten to bed with her. Over time, Vivien adjusted to her surroundings, although the feeling of homesickness never dissipated entirely. In her letters home, she often expressed her wish to be “grown up” so that she could rejoin her parents.


[image: Vivian Hartley on her wedding day, December 20, 1932.]






Vivian Hartley on her wedding day, December 20, 1932.


[image: The newly married Vivian and Herbert Leigh Holman, St.]






The newly married Vivian and Herbert Leigh Holman, St. James’s Roman Catholic Church, Spanish Place, London.


[image: Vivian and Leigh Holman.]






Vivian and Leigh Holman.


For Vivien, convent life was a paradoxical mixture of order and rebellion. She found security in the strict daily routine of prayers and piety, but showed a tendency to defy authority. As she grew older, the nuns found they had “a real pickle” on their hands. Once when she was eleven, Vivien wrote home to report that Mother Brace-Hall had wished “tribulation” upon her: “She said it would do me a lot of good and that my friends wished I had it.” There were threats of discipline but they were seldom enacted. Vivien was willful and learned quickly how to get what she wanted.


One of the most significant attributes she developed at school was her ability to make friends. In an effort to please her peers, Vivien kindly offered to share the fashionable gifts her parents sent over from India. Once she asked her mother to send a present for her friend Libby who had been “so disappointed at not getting any pearls.” Although not very studious, Vivien enjoyed history and gravitated toward performing arts, taking up piano, violin, and playing the cello in the school orchestra. She also took part in a few student productions, playing the fairy Mustardseed in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Miranda in The Tempest, and the Golfing Girl in a play called Ask Beccles. She wasn’t very successful in any of them. Her high-pitched voice didn’t project beyond the first row and she forgot her lines. According to Hugo Vickers, “Bridget Boland, the child producer, taught her a sound lesson by hitting her over the head . . . with a candlestick.”


Vivien left Roehampton in the summer of 1927 and spent the next five years cultivating her cosmopolitan image at a series of finishing schools on the continent. She became fluent in French and German. In Paris, she took elocution lessons with Mademoiselle Antoine, an actress with the Comédie-Française who encouraged trips to the Parisian theater. Her school in Bavaria offered plenty of opportunity for cultural excursions to nearby Vienna and Salzburg, but its main purpose was to prepare girls for a future of domesticity: “That meant that, being a girl, I had to learn What Every Hausfrau Should Know. And hated it,” Vivien said in 1939. “That was one of the things that helped me make up my mind to become an actress.”


At age eighteen, Vivien emerged from one type of education and stepped right into another. She auditioned and was accepted into London’s Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. According to Felix Barker’s authorized biography The Oliviers, published in 1953, Vivien’s instructors at RADA thought she held great promise. Vivien remembered it differently in a 1961 interview: “. . . In fact, all my reports from the Academy were very bad. I did a play called Caesar’s Wife, by Somerset Maugham, and I remember the report saying, ‘Why are you so bad? Is it because you have too much sense of humor?’ Well I don’t know what the reason was, but I was very shocking. I expect I didn’t concentrate.” Yet, she was serious about pursuing what had become a great passion and neither marriage nor motherhood could deter her.


Vivien met barrister Herbert Leigh Holman, from whom she would borrow her stage name, at the South Devon Hunt Ball in 1931. He was thirteen years older than her and bore a strong resemblance to the actor Leslie Howard. Holman came from an old family, providing Vivien with the means to better her position and to develop an air of sophistication and taste that would remain with her for the rest of her life. They married in December 1932 and the following year Vivien gave birth to their daughter, Suzanne. Motherhood did not come naturally. “I was not cast in the mold of serenity and in any case, although you may succeed in being kind at twenty you cannot be calm, with all your life still before you, and your ambitions unfulfilled,” Vivien said. “I loved my baby as every mother does, but with the clear-cut sincerity of youth I realized that I could not abandon all thought of a career on the stage. Some force within myself would not be denied expression . . .”


Vivien’s first professional acting job came in August 1934, when she was cast as a schoolgirl extra in the Gaumont British film Things are Looking Up, starring Cicely Courtneidge. Although her name didn’t appear in the credits, she was singled out among the other extras because of her beauty and given one line of dialogue. Soon after, she signed with independent agent John Gliddon. He quickly found her roles in Gentlemen’s Agreement and The Village Squire, two low-budget features distributed domestically by Paramount. Producer Anthony Havelock-Allan was in charge of casting both films. He didn’t think Vivien a natural actress, but “thought that she was determined to be an actress. She wasn’t happy in her situation and she wanted to improve it. She wanted a wider world to live in.”


Vivien’s next film was 1935’s Look Up and Laugh. She had a difficult time working with director Basil Dean, who showed little sympathy for her inexperience. Dean later wrote that Vivien had been “so uncontrollably nervous that for quite a while she seemed unable to take direction.” But she found an ally in the film’s star, Gracie Fields, who after a particularly difficult take offered the encouraging words, “Don’t worry, love, you’ve got something.” Afterward, Gliddon suggested Dean sign Vivien to a five-year contract with the recently formed Ealing Studios. Casting director Aubrey Blackburn liked the idea, but Dean decided she was “not yet a competent actress.” Dean’s shortsightedness about Vivien’s potential set her on the path to stardom.


[image: One of several publicity photos taken of “Fame in a Night Girl” Vivien Leigh after the opening night of The Mask of Virtue, 1935.]






One of several publicity photos taken of “Fame in a Night Girl” Vivien Leigh after the opening night of The Mask of Virtue, 1935.


[image: Vivien Leigh became an overnight sensation playing Henriette Duquesnoy in The Mask of Virtue, 1935.]






Vivien Leigh became an overnight sensation playing Henriette Duquesnoy in The Mask of Virtue, 1935.


As darkness descended over London on May 15, 1935, an expectant crowd filled the intimate auditorium of the Ambassadors Theatre in Covent Garden. It was the opening night of theater impresario Sydney Carroll’s latest production, The Mask of Virtue. Directed by Maxwell Wray and translated into English by Ashley Dukes, the play was produced specially for South African-born actress Jeanne de Casalis, with Frank Cellier and Lady Tree adding repute to the small cast. As the curtain rose on the comedy set in eighteenth-century France, the three established actors were largely forgotten as all eyes focused on the breathtaking vision in black lace standing at the back of the stage. Until then no one had heard of Vivien Leigh. By the next morning she was one of the most famous names in London.


“I remember the morning after The Mask of Virtue . . . that some critics saw fit to be as foolish as to say that I was a great actress,” Vivien said in 1960. “And I thought that was a foolish, wicked thing to say, because it put such an onus and such a responsibility onto me, which I simply wasn’t able to carry.”


[image: Fire Over England (1937), the first film Vivien made for Alexander Korda.]






Fire Over England (1937), the first film Vivien made for Alexander Korda. Pictured with American director William K. Howard.


[image: Vivien and Laurence Olivier as Cynthia and Michael in Fire Over England.]






Vivien and Laurence Olivier as Cynthia and Michael in Fire Over England. Their real-life romance echoed in their onscreen performances.


She was in Fleet Street at four in the morning with her mother and Leigh Holman to catch the morning papers as they came off the press. The reviews were overwhelmingly positive, yet even in the elation of sudden fame, Vivien held no illusions as to why she had been cast as Henriette Duquensnoy. Sydney Carroll had been bowled over by her beauty when she and John Gliddon appeared at his office for a pre-audition meeting. The producer was famous for finding and exploiting new talent, and realized the potential that this new “discovery” could have for the success of his play. Her voice needed work, but Maxwell Wray praised her graceful movements and her ability to read lines with intelligence. Luckily, Vivien’s established colleagues readily offered her support and guidance: “Every night I play in the theater I look at dear Lady Tree, who has spent so many wonderful years doing triumphantly what I am just trying to do with all my inexperience, my want of knowledge. I see beautiful Jeanne de Casalis holding the stage like its queen, and I worship Frank Cellier for showing me at every performance, how far I have to go before I can allow myself to think of myself as a real actress.”


[image: Hair modeling for Rudolph Steiner, 1936.]






Hair modeling for Rudolph Steiner, 1936. Photo by Vivien’s “official” photographer, Angus McBean.


[image: A publicity portrait of Vivien as Victoria Gow in Storm in a Teacup (1937).]






A publicity portrait of Vivien as Victoria Gow in Storm in a Teacup (1937).


[image: Vivien with Rex Harrison and Scruffy the dog for Storm in a Teacup (1937).]






Vivien with Rex Harrison and Scruffy the dog for Storm in a Teacup (1937). Harrison was in love with Vivien, but “all she wanted to do was talk about Larry.”


[image: Vivien as Madeleine Goddard in Dark Journey (1937).]






Vivien as Madeleine Goddard in Dark Journey (1937).


In the audience on the first night was film mogul Alexander Korda. Anthony Havelock-Allan maintained that the Hungarian producer was actually responsible not only for staging The Mask of Virtue, but also for casting Vivien. He told biographer Charles Drazin that Korda had seen Vivien in one of his earlier films and wanted to see if she could carry the play, “which she did.” Whether or not this is true, Korda recognized Vivien’s star quality to such a degree that he offered her a £50,000 film contract with an option to spend six months per year acting on stage.


Leigh Holman was asked to go over the legalities with Vivien and found the entire situation rather absurd. He didn’t share his wife’s interest in the performing arts, and therefore had misgauged the intensity of her ambition. At this stage in her career, Vivien was simply happy to be offered more chances to develop her craft. However, because her big break came on the stage rather than on the screen, she was able to align herself with the popular idea that theater was culturally superior to acting in films. It was an attitude common among classically trained actors of her generation, including Ralph Richardson, John Gielgud, and Laurence Olivier. In the Summer 1935 issue of Theatre Illustrated Quarterly, Vivien addressed her new fans: “One final word to theater folk. The films will never take me quite away from the stage . . . And the direct personal meeting with an audience means more to me than all the celluloid contacts in the world, whatever they mean in money and whatever they mean in fame.”


[image: Basil Dean’s “two joyful miscreants” on board the Golden Eagle for a river cruise to Southend during the filming of 21 Days Together (1937).]






Basil Dean’s “two joyful miscreants” on board the Golden Eagle for a river cruise to Southend during the filming of 21 Days Together (1937). It was on this trip that Vivien told C. A. Lejeune that she intended to play Scarlett O’Hara.


Vivien’s contract sat on the shelf at London Films for over a year while Korda was busy building Denham Studios. In the meantime, she continued to hone her experience on stage, acting with Ivor Novello and Marius Goring in Max Beerbohm’s The Happy Hypocrite, and giving a performance as the Queen in an Oxford University Dramatic Society production of Richard II, directed by John Gielgud. Korda finally called on Vivien’s services in the summer of 1936, casting her as Cynthia in the Elizabethan costume drama Fire Over England. In the role of her lover, Michael Ingolby, was Laurence Olivier.


[image: Vivien and Olivier lunching on the set of 21 Days Together (1937).]






Vivien and Olivier lunching on the set of 21 Days Together (1937).


[image: Vivien and Olivier sit with costar Leslie Banks during a break from filming 21 Days Together (1937).]






Vivien and Olivier sit with costar Leslie Banks during a break from filming 21 Days Together (1937).


[image: With Olivier and Jill Esmond.]






With Olivier and Jill Esmond. Olivier’s wife at the time he met Vivien. This is in Capri, 1936


[image: Enjoying the sun in Capri, 1936.]






Enjoying the sun in Capri, 1936.


[image: A tender moment between Vivien and Olivier in Capri, 1936.]






A tender moment between Vivien and Olivier in Capri, 1936.


[image: Vivien as Wanda in 21 Days Together (1937).]






Vivien as Wanda in 21 Days Together (1937).


Olivier had seen Vivien in The Mask of Virtue and immediately fell under the spell of her beauty, although he confessed to not thinking much of her abilities as an actress at the time. Not long afterward, they formally met in the lobby of the Grill restaurant at the Savoy Hotel, a popular hot spot for London’s theatrical society. Nearly a half-century later, Olivier could still recall exactly where Vivien had been sitting: “Except for seeing her on the stage, it was the first time I ever set eyes on that exquisite face. Yes, she saw me, too. But she was with a young man who looked very much in love, and I supposed that they were, to put it vulgarly, ‘at it.’” The young man at Vivien’s side was Gladys Cooper’s son, John Buckmaster, with whom she was having a fling. Buckmaster annoyed Vivien by pointing at Olivier and commenting on how silly he looked without his mustache. “I was very indignant,” Vivien recalled in 1960, “and I said rather pompously that he didn’t look funny at all.”


[image: On the train to Denmark to perform in Hamlet with the Old Vic Company, June 1937.]






On the train to Denmark to perform in Hamlet with the Old Vic Company, June 1937.
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Performing in Hamlet opposite Laurence Olivier at Kronborg Castle, Elsinore.


By the end of the evening, Olivier had invited Vivien and Leigh Holman to join him and his wife, Jill Esmond, for a weekend party at their house near Maidenhead. Subsequent run-ins followed sporadically—a luncheon here, a play there—until they met outside the canteen at Denham Studios on their first day of shooting and Vivien expressed to Olivier how nice it was that they’d be working together. Olivier supposedly replied, “We shall probably end up by fighting. People always get sick of each other when making a film.” Instead, they began an illicit affair that would blossom into one of the most famed celebrity relationships of the twentieth century. Vivien later told Godfrey Winn, “I wonder whether—if the film was shown again—you would see it in our faces, the confrontation with our destiny. I don’t think I have ever lived quite as intensely ever since. I don’t remember sleeping, ever; only every precious moment that we spent together.”


Fire Over England was intended as a vehicle for Flora Robson; however, Korda had his eye on advancing Vivien’s career. As David O. Selznick would four years later, Korda began altering details of Vivien’s life to fit with the star image he had in mind for her. She was marketed as an exotic, fashionable beauty, and details of her domestic life as a wife and mother were withdrawn from circulation. The British fan magazine Picturegoer felt “these were not desirable appendages for a young actress with her way to make in the great big world.” In the same article, Vivien was quoted as boldly dismissing reports that her home life was more important than her desire for fame: “Rubbish, I don’t know how that ever got into print.”


Vivien’s role in Fire Over England was minor, but she was promoted in publicity materials as one of the stars. Stills of her and Olivier embracing dominated the frame in several lobby cards and posters, indicating that Korda knew what was going on when the cameras stopped rolling and wanted to build them up as a prominent on-screen couple. Korda’s encouragement of their real-life romance extended beyond the studio gates and he became a professional father figure to both Vivien and Olivier; a bond that lasted until his death in 1956.


Born in 1907 in Dorking, Surrey, Laurence Kerr Olivier was the youngest son of a parsimonious High Anglican priest who also made a “very frightening father figure.” Like Vivien, events in his formative years had a lasting effect on his character. He was twelve when his beloved mother, Agnes, died of a brain tumor. She had been his “whole world” and he never got over her passing. As an adult he looked for devoted feminine affection in his choice of romantic partners. His father was distant, preferring religious fervor to compassion. Olivier felt unwanted as a child, which fostered in him a deep-seated insecurity. Guilt was also a constant bedfellow as a result of his religious upbringing. It was only when he stepped on stage at age ten while a student at All Saints, Margaret Street, a boys’ school near Oxford Circus, that he first felt a sense of importance. There was comfort in pretending to be someone else and throughout his career he subscribed to the idea of constructing his characters from the outside in.


Acting became Olivier’s lifeblood. He was singularly determined to become not a good actor but the greatest actor of his time, and he possessed the essential ingredients needed to become a star. He was charismatic and developed a larger than life presence that left many in awe. In 1930, Olivier married the actress Jill Esmond. Theirs was not a passionate relationship and Olivier later admitted that it had been a mistake. Still, Jill was pregnant with his son Tarquin when he and Vivien began their affair and his Victorian sense of duty to his wife and child prevented him from fully giving over to his lover. In the beginning of their relationship, Vivien played the role of pursuer. Tarquin was born in August 1936 and in October, shortly after Fire Over England wrapped, Vivien boldly followed Olivier and his wife to Capri. After that holiday, it was not long before Olivier’s doubts about the future of their relationship were dispelled.


In the April 3, 1937 issue of Picturegoer, columnist Max Breen labeled Vivien “the most important recruit British films have ever had.” He noted that “She is still not at all keen on going to Hollywood. She could go any day if she said the word. It’s up to English studios to develop her over here.” Korda developed Vivien in England, but not for the British screen. He was the foremost mogul in the British film industry and the only producer with solid enough connections to allow for his films to be distributed overseas. In 1933 he had secured a lucrative deal with United Artists based on the success of The Private Life of Henry VIII, starring Charles Laughton.
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Vivien as Libby, the cockney waif who becomes a West End star in St. Martin’s Lane.


Just as Korda’s films had a crucial link to Hollywood and the world market, so too did the actors he had under contract. During the 1930s, the producer made no attempt to mold Vivien into a quintessentially British star. She was too glamorous and cosmopolitan to represent the middlebrow values that dominated British cinema at the time and so was cast as something else—the society girl who comes to the assistance of her middle-class friends in Look Up and Laugh and Storm in a Teacup; a fashionable French spy working for German intelligence in Dark Journey; the vamp in MGM’s first British production, A Yank at Oxford, which reunited her with her old friend Maureen O’Sullivan. In essence, Vivien was being groomed for a future in Hollywood.
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