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GORE VIDAL wrote his first novel, Williwaw (1946), at the age of nineteen while overseas in World War II. During four decades as a writer, Vidal wrote novels, plays, short stories, and essays. He was also a political activist. As a Democratic candidate for Congress from upstate New York, he received the most votes of any Democrat in a half-century. From 1970 to 1972 he was co-chairman of the People’s Party. In California’s 1982 Democratic primary for U.S. Senate, he polled a half-million votes, and came in second in a field of nine.


In 1948 Vidal wrote the highly praised international bestseller The City and the Pillar. This was followed by The Judgment of Paris and the prophetic Messiah. In the fifties Vidal wrote plays for live television and films for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. One of the television plays became the successful Broadway play Visit to a Small Planet (1957). For the theatre he wrote the prize-winning hit The Best Man (1960). In 1964 Vidal returned to novel-writing with Julian, the story of the apostate Roman emperor. Vidal told the history of the United States as experienced by one family and its connections in what Gabriel García Márquez has called “Gore Vidal’s magnificent series of historical novels or novelized histories.” They are, in chronological order, Burr, Lincoln, 1876, Empire, Hollywood, Washington, D.C. and The Golden Age.


During the same period, Vidal invented a series of satiric comedies – Myra Breckinridge, Myron, Kalki, Duluth. “Vidal’s development. . . along that line from Myra Breckinridge to Duluth is crowned with success,” wrote Italo Calvino in La Repúbblica (Rome).To this list Vidal added the highly praised – and controversial – Live from Golgotha in 1992. Palimpsest, his highly acclaimed memoir, was published in 1995 and a sequel, Point to Point Navigation was published in 2006.


Vidal also published several volumes of essays. When the National Book Critics Circle presented him with an award (1982), the citation read: “The American tradition of independent and curious learning is kept alive in the wit and great expressiveness of Gore Vidal’s criticism.” In 1993, he won the National Book Award for United States: Essays 1952–1992. Vidal also co-starred with Tim Robbins in the movie Bob Roberts.


Gore Vidal died in 2012 at the age of eighty-six.





‘Nothing in the versatile Vidal’s past will quite prepare the reader for Myra Breckinridge’ Time


‘A masterpiece’ The Listener


‘Shocking some, tickling others, and outraging many’ Newsweek


‘A genuinely, brutally witty book, a parody on Hollywood, pop intellectualism, pornography and just about anything else you could name’ New York Times


‘After many readings, Myra Breckinridge continues to give wicked pleasure, and still seems to have fixed the limit beyond which the most advanced aesthetic neo-pornography ever can go’ Harold Bloom, New York Review of Books


‘I consider Vidal to be a master of that new form which is taking shape in world literature and which we may call the hyper-novel or the novel elevated to the square or the cube’ Italo Calvino
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FOREWORD


Gore Vidal was surrounded by admirers at a party after a television show where he made short work of Norman Mailer. Suddenly Mailer loomed, his fists in a ball. He took a swing, hitting Vidal in the mouth. Vidal recoiled, wiped his bleeding lower lip with a handkerchief, paused for a moment, then said: ‘Once again, Norman, words have failed you.’


Vidal is still celebrated for his world-class one-liners: ‘It’s not enough to succeed. Others must fail’ or ‘I never miss an opportunity to have sex or be on television.’ After a speech by Ronald Reagan, Vidal said: ‘He reads his speeches with a real sense of discovery.’ When told by his editor that fellow author Truman Capote had died, he said: ‘A wise career move.’


But more than that, Vidal was one of the most gifted writers of the postwar era. He was born in 1925 in the cadet naval hospital at the U.S. Military Academy in West Point, New York, the only child of a wealthy and well-connected family – his mother’s father was a powerful U.S. Senator, and his father would become a member of Roosevelt’s cabinet. He was bright, even brilliant, as a boy, full of wit and wild imaginative energy, and those attributes would suffuse his best work in the years to come, which would include twenty-five novels and several memoirs, including those republished now to mark his centenary: The City and the Pillar (1948), Julian (1964), Myra Breckinridge (1968) and Myron (1974), and Palimpsest (1995).


It’s worth noting that Vidal was superbly productive as well as provocative in a career that spanned seven decades, and that he embraced nearly every major genre, writing mystery novels, short stories, plays, film and television scripts, reviews and essays, in addition to a long shelf of novels that included a seven-volume sequence of narratives about major American figures, including Aaron Burr and Abraham Lincoln. Most strikingly, he managed to keep himself relevant for much of his long life.


Perhaps no American writer apart from Ernest Hemingway lived so boldly in the public eye, a razor-tongued guest on talk shows, interviewed countless times, dropping aphorisms like gold coins wherever he went. His deep aristocratic voice made an impression, as did his good looks and wry manner. Famously, he debated William F. Buckley, the right-wing pundit, on live television during the 1968 presidential conventions in Miami and Chicago. Millions watched with amazement as he made acid ripostes, denouncing the Vietnam War (among other things) with a kind of ferocity rarely seen before on prime time TV. Both men were cut from the same cloth, in fact: educated at elite schools (Buckley at Andover, Vidal at Exeter), and both came from wealthy and well-connected families.


The irony here is that Vidal both relished and resisted his privileged upbringing. He refused to attend a university, preferring instead to escape to Guatemala with a boyfriend soon after the war, in which he served briefly on a freighter in the Aleutian Islands. He was, indeed, openly gay at a time when nobody who hoped for a large public career could imagine behaving in this way. Provocatively, he wrote about homosexuality in his third novel, The City and the Pillar, which exploded onto the scene in 1948, racing up the bestseller lists. It’s the story of Jim Willard and Bob Ford, and the plot involves their ill-fated homoerotic relations before the war. Jim stands in for Gore: an ethereal young athlete who moves from early flirtations (and fumbling adolescent sex) with Bob, whom he adores, through a seven-year odyssey that includes a sequence of unsatisfactory gay liaisons. But Jim is never able to recapture the original power and beauty of his early encounters with Bob, who embodies the myth of the all-American boy – even the name suggests as much. The problem for Jim is that Bob has moved into the heterosexual world, having married his girlfriend from high school. When Jim and Bob meet again, at last, Jim’s sexual overtures produce only shock and disgust in Bob. This response enrages Jim, who had hoped for so much more. Vidal’s finale is, indeed, shocking and memorable.


The City and the Pillar was the first important novel by an American that treated gay themes openly, regarding homosexuality as normal, not abnormal, behavior. It remains a landmark book in the history of gay literature.


Lesser novels poured out of him in the fifties, but in 1964, he published Julian, one of his finest books. It’s a massively researched and riveting historical and biographical novel written partly in the first-person voice of the emperor Flavius Claudius Julianus, who governed Rome for a mere sixteen months in the late fourth century. Known as Julian the Apostate, the emperor clearly has affinities with Vidal; he’s an irreverent, learned, witty man who wished to destroy the Christian influence that had been growing in the empire under the time of Constantine the Great (306–337 AD). Julian hopes to bring Rome back to its pagan roots. A good deal of Julian’s memoir is a recollection of his early life, when many members of his family were killed by the emperor Constantius II, his cousin. Julian describes the conflict that arises with his half-brother, who becomes emperor before he does. For his safety, Julian flees to Athens to study philosophy. In Greece, he learns a great deal about Christianity and ancient philosophy. The central body of the novel is about what happens when he becomes emperor.


Julian was a huge hit, reaching the top of the bestseller lists, as well as being widely acclaimed. It’s a constantly provocative, thoughtful novel in which religious belief itself is seen as the cause of mayhem in history. Writing about the rivalries and manoeuvres of the imperial set, Vidal shows that he understands the operations of power – an abiding subject in his work. Julian remains, perhaps, his finest moment as a writer of historical fiction.


The Hollywood satires, Myra Breckinridge and Myron, came out of nowhere, adding to Vidal’s fame and complicating his profile in the world of letters. The first novel appeared in 1968, a postmodern pop-comic satire on fame and sex, on a par with two other major novels of that year: John Updike’s Couples and Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint. Each of these novels, in their different ways, signaled that the sexual revolution of the sixties had fully arrived.


It’s hard to imagine a more transgressive novel than Myra Breckinridge. Myra was formerly Myron Breckinridge, a gay film critic who was harshly treated by men. Myra was transformed from Myron to Myra by a surgeon in Copenhagen, and she has arrived on the scene in the novel, an acting school in Hollywood, to claim her inheritance as part-owner of the school. She is an astonishing diva, a goddess, the embodiment of the female archetype. The memorable first line of the novel says it all: ‘I am Myra Breckinridge, whom no man will ever possess.’ Vidal once said this line sprang into his head from nowhere, a disembodied voice, and he felt like a medium, taking down her message to the world.


The novel is a gaudy celebration of bad taste, a Hollywood extravaganza, symbolized in one early scene by the Chateau Marmont, a marvellous hotel that embodies kitsch. Throughout the story, Myra regards herself as a kind of savior. ‘I alone can save the human race,’ she tells us. But her work of saving the world seems to require change on a massive scale: ‘It is plain that nature and I are on a collision course,’ she tells us. One can easily imagine which of these will win.


Vidal’s discourse on sex and gender has become almost commonplace in recent decades, but he was there before most, offering his shrewd, propulsive, unlikely meditation on the aesthetics of gender-bending, and some scenes still have the power to shock. Myron followed soon after, in 1974, a novel that sees the eponymous heroine of Myra Breckinridge return to her former self, the castrated Myron. It’s another Hollywood satire, and Myron himself displays an encyclopedic knowledge of film and television history. In a crucial moment, he is pushed by Myra through the looking glass of his TV screen, sucked into the drama itself. He finds himself in an MGM studio in 1948, during the two-month long shoot of Siren of Babylon, a fictitious movie that nevertheless stars Maria Montez, the very real Dominican sex goddess seen in many films of that era.


Myron, like its predecessor, displays a vulgar radiance on every page, the language erupting into ‘real life’ as it plays with imagined lives on a film set. It’s defiantly postmodern, a novel built upon a novel. One should read Myra Breckinridge and Myron in tandem, as together they become a hall of mirrors, with a dizzying array of reflections, and the total effect is dazzling as well as overwhelming.


Vidal loved to talk about himself, being a natural raconteur and self-mythologiser. But Palimpsest was his first attempt at full-dress autobiography. It’s an evocative memoir, gorgeously written, deeply felt. He had, of course, told many of his stories before, adding and subtracting details, shaping each tale so that it built to a perfect punch line. The cast of characters in his memory became, in time, figures of monstrous proportion: Tennessee Williams (‘The Bird’), Truman Capote, Norman Mailer, William F. Buckley. In addition to the sinners, such as Richard Nixon, there were the saints as well: Eleanor Roosevelt and Paul Newman arrive with halos intact. And there is Jimmie Trimble, the golden-haired boy killed on Iwo Jima during the war. Vidal never forgot him, or their early homoerotic encounters.


Palimpsest begins the memoir with a provocation in italics: A tissue of lies? Vidal perhaps knew he would be accused of making it all up, but he had resolved to assemble his stories together in the ways he recalled them. Serious readers would, he believed, understand that Palimpsest is like any narrative a work of fiction, as in the Latin fictio, which simply means ‘shaping’ or an arrangement of facts. He worked hard to get the facts right: the agreed upon dates and times, the names, the places. Yet what he made of these facts was his own business, and he succeeds here in giving us the full flavor of a life, his anxieties and expectations. He recalls, as he must, the many houses where he lived, such as Edgewater, a beautiful mansion on the Hudson River where he lived, off and on, for two decades. ‘I have recurring dreams about Edgewater,’ he says, ‘and sometimes I wonder if I should have given it up.’ He relates a dream about a visit there. After saying hello to the old postmaster and storekeeper nearby, he steps nervously into the house. It’s in disrepair. Looking out his bedroom window, he sees that the river ‘has eaten away most of the lawn. In fact, the water is alarmingly close to the house, while some sort of factory has been built on my nearby island.’ Relief comes as he walks through the house and sees ‘a long vista of splendid rooms, with painted ceilings, like a Roman palace.’ He has the same dream, over and over. What does it mean? Freud once suggested that a dream of a house is usually a dream of the dreamer’s soul. Perhaps that’s what is offered here, the soul of Gore Vidal.


He circles the first four decades of his life, avoiding linearity, dipping into scenes from the past, summoning bright images, landscapes, people. In summoning one image, he erases another, building a palimpsest – a script where earlier erasures bleed through the present writing, not unlike the past itself, which colours the present, distorts it, informs it. Toward the end of his memoir, Vidal writes with profound insight about his process of self-creation that we’ve seen at work, and reflection is a fitting summary of the life itself:




While I’ve been here, I’ve also been reading through this memoir, adding, subtracting, writing over half-erased texts—“palimpsesting”—all the while looking for clues not so much to me, the subject, if indeed I am the subject, as to what those first thirty-nine years were all about as we grew more and more ingenious in finding new ways of killing off the human race and its support system, the small planet that each of us so briefly visits. No, I haven’t found any pattern at all to life itself, but then there is probably none other than birth and growth, decay and death, something we all know from the start.





Jay Parini, 2025









INTRODUCTION


The fate of books is incalculable, to overdo understatement; “Classics” of not so long ago have vanished without trace while even the agreed-upon classics of our traditional literature undergo so many sea-changes in the age of the cathode tube that many – most? – have drowned entirely and now lie full fathom five. If they do not lend themselves to the ruthless Good Taste of Merchant-Ivory, they gather dust on library shelves, attracting only dry rot and the odd scholar in desperate search of a subject for dissertation.


My own books have had many lives and deaths. Recently, I asked the British libraries to give me a breakdown of how often the forty or so books of mine were lent out in a year. Since one’s latest book is usually in most demand, I expected Lincoln to head the list. But no, Lincoln ranked third or fourth. Number one proved to be Duluth, a book that enjoyed not only a small sale in the UK, but so outraged most of its reviewers that many confessed that they had, like the first London listeners of Wagner, become depraved and immoral as a result of exposure to so unsettling a work where neither time nor sex followed the usual formulas. Later, the critics did come to the book’s rescue but by then a book is usually lost to the university syllabus and so lies four fathom deep. But Duluth goes on and on, appealing not only to lovers of the film Airplane, but also to the professors at the University of Bologna who regard it as perfect “neo-baroque.” The heroine, Darlene Ecks, now lives for what seems forever – or is it just one Duluthian day? – in the Duluth Police Department, strip-searching Mexican aliens while in lustful pursuit of black Big John, drug dealer and master criminal. Meanwhile, the Sapphic sister of the mayor of Duluth, having died in the early pages of the book, has moved on, not to Heaven but to a TV serial called “Duluth,” quite different from the real thing. While her late friend, Beryl, crops up in a popular magazine fiction, Rogue Duke, where she is a spy as well as a lover of the six-foot-tall Viking world-conqueror, Napoleon Bonaparte, the Scourge of Europe. Then as the spaceship in the Duluth swamp opens . . . There are many surprises.


For those who only want to read books of great social significance, let me say that I recently met a British journalist who said, out of the cerulean blue: “The Spanish translation of Duluth is the most popular book in the women’s penitentiary of Lima, Peru.” That is truly significant. For those who prefer to go upmarket, let us cut now to the Royal Lodge at Windsor late one night. The Sister of the Sovereign reads Duluth aloud to a small group. Then, laughter at last under control, she turns to the Author and says, “What is there in me so base that loves this book?”


Messiah, the first of my . . . what shall I call them? Satiric inventions? Masterpieces of bad taste? as Brigid Brophy observed of Myra Breckinridge. Well, I won’t categorize. Messiah suffered the initial fate of Duluth. Later, critics rescued it but by then it hardly needed rescue. Tagged as science fiction, the book has been read by millions in paperback, among them “Alice Cooper,” the rock singer, as well as the makers of the musical Hair who tried for years to transform it into a film.


The story was somewhat in advance of its day: a charismatic undertaker, John Cave, goes on television – this is back in the fifties – and starts a world religion that swiftly replaces Christianity and most of Islam. His message? Death is nothing; hence no thing. Since no thing, by definition, is neither good nor bad, death can be seen as a positive good and people are invited to remove themselves from life in pleasant establishments. Incidentally, this was long before anyone spoke of over-population. Happily, film makers have always felt free to quarry my inventions. In the movie Soylent Green, in an overcrowded world, one checks into a charming room and, nicely drugged while watching beautiful images of the pre-Blade Runner natural world, checks out by taking “Cavesway.”


Over the years a great deal has been written about Messiah (I am now cribbing from the Preface to a Gregg Press series of science fiction classics). “Messiah,” writes Elizabeth A. Lynn, “is terrifyingly convincing. Vidal turns the Christian mythology inside out to create a religion based on death, and the frightening thing about it is that he makes us believe that western culture, American culture, could accept it, and worse, create it.” Needless to say, preface and book were written long before the Reverend Jim Jones, of Jonestown, made it all come true by killing off himself and about 1,000 willing followers. John Cave’s own end, and that of the narrator, are ironic, to say the least. Lynn quotes from Damon Knight’s In Search of Wonder: “Messiah has a quality so uniformly absent from science fiction novels that it comes here as a shock: conviction, the feeling that the story is in some deep sense true.”


With Kalki I again, it would seem, am mixing religion and the media, specifically television, in a world that is less far-out than Duluth, less here-and-now than Messiah (although there is a character in Messiah who is 2,000 years old, a woman who has learned nothing in two millennia but the true meaning of monetary exchange rates). The premise of Kalki is that one man, in order to save our species from over-population and pollution – plainly, a super-Green before his time – declares that he is the last incarnation of the god Vishnu and that this cycle of creation is finished. Then, with him as progenitor, the human race can start again on a clean planet, empty of the current five billion hungry, restive folk. Again there was outrage in book-chat land. Any alternative world to the one that our masters let us live and die in is considered dangerous even if it is wildly comedic and, in the case of Kalki, rather worse than theirs. Mick Jagger promptly bought the screen rights. Of all my books, Kalki is the one that nice boys and girls in England – the ones with pink and green hair and attractive safety pins through ears and noses – most want me to autograph. I think they like the idea of starting the human race all over again.


Myra Breckinridge and the sequel Myron were, of course, a source of outrage (“Has literary decency fallen so low?” keened Time magazine) but Myra proved to be a world bestseller, and Myra became the Hollywood mega-star she was born to be. This time a film was made. Although I have never seen it, I do know that despite the iconic presences of Raquel Welch and Mae West, the film was so bad that the book stopped selling for a decade. Only now does Myra return to her rightful place as queen of every heart. Literary critics enjoy writing about Myra and her wild attempts to bring the movies back to Hollywood’s Golden Age of the Thirties and Forties when stars were well-groomed. In the course of the first book she changes her sex: first out of conviction; then again out of love. Under that hard-boiled exterior is the heart of a tender man/woman.


In the second book, Myra is now Myron and happily married. But a vengeful Myra still lives inside Myron. Late one night, while he is watching an MGM turkey called Siren of Babylon with Maria Montez, Myra pushes Myron through the television set and into not only the movie – but the glorious year 1948 as well. For Thom Gunn, “These two books [are] the twentieth-century equivalents of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass”


Myra’s looking-glass adventure makes it possible for her to turn Siren of Babylon into a hit. As one of many visitors from the future who have got caught in the movie while watching it on late night television (they are drawn into the TV set as if it were a black hole in space), she is visible to the “locals” who live back of the studio lot but when she goes into the actual movie, she is invisible to the actors. Slyly, she undoes metal breast plates, revealing breasts, slips loin cloths to one side, revealing what she calls “American rosebuds.”


Meanwhile, she decides to save the human race through the creation of a new race of fun-loving Amazon studs whom she personally changes from male to female, often with disturbing results. But her best quality, altruistic megalomania aside, is her great good humour, except when Myron surfaces to take over the controls of their common body. They alternate for dominance. He wants to get back home to the present and his wife. She wants to stay in Hollywood to dominate 1948 movies. As Professor Catherine R. Stimpson writes in My Oh My Oh Myra, “The agony of Myron is the struggle between Myron and Myra, two mutually loathing souls imprisoned in a single body . . . they embody the spectrum of genital possibilities in the late twentieth century: heterosexual biological male who has become a medically created but ardent female, who in turn becomes prosthetic male (the dildo), medically created male. Like the Satyricon, Myra/Myron blithely accepts polymorphous sexual experiences . . .” It is good to have Myra back. After all, this is her/his/their age.


Gore Vidal
Ravello, 1993









MYRA BRECKINRIDGE









1


I am Myra Breckinridge whom no man will ever possess. Clad only in garter belt and one dress shield, I held off the entire elite of the Trobriand Islanders, a race who possess no words for “why” or “because.” Wielding a stone axe, I broke the arms, the limbs, the balls of their finest warriors, my beauty blinding them, as it does all men, unmanning them in the way that King Kong was reduced to a mere simian whimper by beauteous Fay Wray whom I resemble left three-quarter profile if the key light is no more than five feet high during the close shot.









2


The novel being dead, there is no point to writing made-up stories. Look at the French who will not and the Americans who cannot. Look at me who ought not, if only because I exist entirely outside the usual human experience . . . outside and yet wholly relevant for I am the New Woman whose astonishing history is a poignant amalgam of vulgar dreams and knife-sharp realities (shall I ever be free of the dull lingering pain that is my peculiar glory, the price so joyously paid for being Myra Breckinridge, whom no man may possess except on her . . . my terms!). Yet not even I can create a fictional character as one dimensional as the average reader. Nevertheless, I intend to create a literary masterpiece in much the same way that I created myself, and for much the same reason: because it is not there. And I shall accomplish this by presenting you, the reader (as well as Dr. Randolph Spenser Montag, my analyst friend and dentist, who has proposed that I write in this notebook as therapy), with an exact, literal sense of what it is like, from moment to moment, to be me, what it is like to possess superbly shaped breasts reminiscent of those sported by Jean Harlow in Hell’s Angels and seen at their best four minutes after the start of the second reel. What it is like to possess perfect thighs with hips resembling that archetypal mandolin from which the male principle draws forth music with prick of flesh so akin – in this simile – to pick of celluloid, blessed celluloid upon which have been imprinted in our century all the dreams and shadows that have haunted the human race since man’s harsh and turbulent origins (quote Lévi-Strauss). Myra Breckinridge is a dish, and never forget it, you motherfuckers, as the children say nowadays.









3


I shall not begin at the beginning since there is no beginning, only a middle into which you, fortunate reader, have just strayed, still uncertain as to what will be done to you in the course of our common voyage to my interior. No, to our interior. For we are, at least in the act of this creation, as one, each trapped in time: you later, I now, carefully, thoughtfully forming letters to make words to make sentences.


I shall begin by putting my cards on the table. At this moment (writing the word “moment”), I am not the same Myra Breckinridge who was the scourge of the Trobriand Islanders. She is a creature of fantasy, a daydream revealing the feminine principle’s need to regain once more that primacy she lost at the time of the Bronze Age when the cock-worshipping Dorians enslaved the West, impiously replacing the Goddess with a god. Happily his days are nearly over; the phallus cracks; the uterus opens; and I am at last ready to begin my mission which is to re-create the sexes and thus save the human race from certain extinction. Meanwhile, I live no longer in the usual world. I have forsaken the familiar. And soon, by an extreme gesture, I shall cease altogether to be human and become legend like Jesus, Buddha, Cybele.


But my immediate task is to impress upon you how disturbingly beautiful I am with large breasts hanging free, for I am wearing nothing but black mesh panties in this overheated room, whose windows I have shut because it is the rush hour (6:07 P.M., Thursday, January 10) and beneath my window the Strip (Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood, California) is filled with noisy cars, barely moving through air so dark with carbon monoxide that one can almost hear in the drivers’ lungs the cancer cells as they gaily proliferate like spermatozoa in a healthy boy’s testicles.









4


From where I sit, without turning my head, I can see a window covered by Venetian blinds. The fourth slat from the bottom is missing and so provides me with a glimpse of the midsection of the huge painted plaster chorus girl who holds a sombrero in one hand as she revolves slowly in front of the Château Marmont Hotel, where Greta Garbo stays on her rare visits to Hollywood. The window is set in a white wall on which a damp splotch resembles an upside-down two-leaf clover – or heart – or male scrotum as viewed from behind. But no similes. Nothing is like anything else. Things are themselves entirely and do not need interpretation, only a minimal respect for their precise integrity. The mark on the wall is two feet three inches wide and four feet eight and a fraction inches high. Already I have failed to be completely accurate. I must write “fraction” because I can’t read the little numbers on the ruler without my glasses which I never wear.









5


I am certain that I can eventually capture the reality of Myra Breckinridge, despite the treachery and inadequacy of words. I must show you as I am, at this instant, seated at a small card table with two cigarette burns at the edge; one is about the size of a quarter, the other the size of a dime. The second is perhaps the result of a burning ash, while the first . . . But there is to be no speculation, only simple facts, simply stated. I sit now, perspiring freely, the odor of my lovely body is like that of new bread (just one simile, then I shall be stylistically pure), mingled with a subtle ammoniac smell that I find nearly as irresistible as all men do. In addition to my extraordinary physical presence, I studied the classics (in translation) at the New School, the contemporary French novel on my own, and I learned German last year in order to understand the films of the Thirties when UFA was a force to be reckoned with.


Now, at this arbitrary instant in time, my hand moves across the page of an oblong black notebook containing three hundred blue-lined pages. I have covered eighteen pages already; that leaves two hundred eighty-two yet to be filled, if one counts the present page of which I have used twelve of thirty-two lines – thirteen with these last words, now fourteen. The hand is small, with delicate tapering fingers and a slight golden down at the back near the wrist. The nails are exquisitely cared for (lacquered silver) except for the right index fingernail, which is cracked diagonally from the left side of the tip to the part where the flesh begins, the result of trying to pry loose an ice cube from one of those new plastic ice trays which so freeze that unless you half melt them under the hot-water tap you can never get the ice out.


There are limits, however, to describing exactly what I see as I write and you read. More to the point, one must accept the fact that there are no words to describe for you exactly what my body is like as I sit, perspiring freely, in this furnished room high above the Strip for which I am paying $87.50 a month, much too much, but I must not complain for a life dream has come true. I am in Hollywood, California, the source of all this century’s legends, and tomorrow it has been arranged for me to visit Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer! No pilgrim to Lourdes can experience what I know I shall experience once I have stepped into that magic world which has occupied all my waking thoughts for twenty years. Yes, twenty years. Believe it or not, I am twenty-seven years old and saw my first movie at the age of seven: Marriage Is a Private Affair, starring Lana Turner, James Craig and the late John Hodiak; produced by Pandro S. Berman and directed by Robert Leonard.


As a small girl I used to yearn for Lana Turner to crush me against her heavy breasts, murmuring, “I love you, Myra, you perfect darling!” Fortunately this Lesbian phase passed and my desires were soon centered upon James Craig. I saw every film he ever made. I even have recordings of his voice. In Parker Tyler’s masterpiece Magic and Myth of the Movies, he refers to James Craig’s voice as “some kind of Middle Southwest drawl, a genuine lulu.” I can certify that James Craig was in every way a lulu and for years I practiced self-abuse thinking of that voice, those shoulders, those powerful thighs thrust between my own and, if I may be candid, no matter what condition James Craig is in today, married or not, decrepit or not, Myra Breckinridge is ready to give him a good time for old times’ sake.
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Buck Loner is not the man he was when he was the Singin’ Shootin’ Cowboy of radio fame – movies too: he made eighteen low-budget westerns and for a time was right up there with Roy Rogers and Gene Autry. In those old movies he appeared to be lean and tough with slender hips and practically no ass at all which I don’t find entirely attractive. I like a curve to the masculine buttock, on the order, say, of Tim Holt’s in The Magnificent Ambersons. Mr. Holt, incidentally, decrepit or not, has a good time coming his way if Myra Breckinridge should happen to cross his path as she is bound to do now that Hollywood is finally, literally, at her feet (lovely feet with a high instep and naturally rosy heels, fit for any fetishist).


Today Buck Loner (born Ted Percey in Portland, Maine) is fat – no, gross! – with breasts even larger than mine. He is huge and disgusting and old, and obviously dying to get me into bed even though I am the recent widow of his only nephew Myron Breckinridge, the film critic, who drowned last year while crossing over to Staten Island on the ferry. Did Myron take his own life, you will ask? Yes and no is my answer. Beyond that my lips are sealed . . . In any case, let us abandon that daydream in order to record the hard facts of this morning’s encounter with my husband’s uncle, Buck Loner.


“Never knew that boy of Gertrude’s had such an eye for feminine pulchritude.” This sentence drawled in the once famous Buck Loner manner was, I fear, the first thing he said to me as he helped me into a chair beside his redwood desk, one coarse redwood hand lingering for just a moment too long on my left shoulder, in order to ascertain whether or not I was wearing a bra. I was.


“Mr. Loner,” I began in a careful low-pitched voice, modeled on that of the late Ann Sheridan (fifth reel of Doughgirls.) “I will come straight to the point. I need your help.”


That was the wrong thing to say. To ask for anything is always the wrong way to begin a conversation but I am not one to beat about a bush, even a bush as unappetizing as Buck Loner. He sat back in his steel and black leather chair, a very expensive item selling for about four hundred dollars at the best office supply stores. I know. I worked one entire year at Abercrombie and Fitch, and so got an idea of just how expensive nice things can be. That was the year poor Myron was trying to complete his book on Parker Tyler and the films of the Forties – a book I intend to finish one day, with or without Mr. Tyler’s assistance. Why? Because Tyler’s vision (films are the unconscious expressions of age-old human myths) is perhaps the only important critical insight this century has produced. Also, Tyler’s close scrutiny of the films of the Forties makes him our age’s central thinker, if only because in the decade between 1935 and 1945, no irrelevant film was made in the United States. During those years, the entire range of human (which is to say, American) legend was put on film, and any profound study of those extraordinary works is bound to make crystal-clear the human condition. For instance, to take an example at random, Johnny Weissmuller, the zahftic Tarzan, still provides the last word on the subject of soft man’s relationship to hard environment. . . that glistening overweight body set against a limestone cliff at noon says the whole thing. Auden once wrote an entire poem praising limestone, unaware that any one of a thousand frames from Tarzan and the Amazons (1945) had not only anticipated him but made irrelevant his jingles. This was one of Myron’s insights that most excited me. How I miss him.


“How I miss him, Mr. Loner. Particularly now. You see, he didn’t leave a penny . . .”


“No insurance, savings account, stocks, bonds, safety deposit box maybe? Gertrude must’ve left the boy something. ”


Buck fell into my trap. “No,” I said, in a throaty voice with a small croak to it not unlike (but again not really like) that of the late Margaret Sullavan. “Gertrude, as you call her, Myron’s angel mother, did not leave him one penny. All that she owned on the day she died, Christmas Eve 1966, was a set of bedroom furniture. Everything else was gone, due to a series of expensive illnesses in the family, hers, Myron’s, my own. I won’t bore you with the details but for the last five years we supported a dozen doctors. Now Gertrude, your sister, is gone with no one to mourn her at Frank E. Campbell’s Funeral Church except Myron and me. Then he died and now I’m absolutely alone, and penniless.”


During this recital Buck Loner directed toward me that same narrow-eyed gaze one detects in those scenes of Brian Donlevy whenever he is being asked a question about Akim Tamiroff. But confident in the efficacy of my ultimate weapon, I merely offered him a sad smile in return, and blinked a tear or two loose from my Max Factor Supreme eyelashes. I then looked up at the life-size photograph in color of Elvis Presley which hangs behind Buck’s desk, flanked by two American flags, and began my pitch. “Mr. Loner, Gertrude, Myron’s mother . . .”


“A marvelous woman . . .” he began huskily but no man alive can outdo me in the huskiness department.


“Gertrude,” I positively rasped through a Niagara of tears unshed, “with her dying breath, or one of her dying breaths – we missed a lot of what she said toward the end because of the oxygen tent and the fact she could not wear her teeth – Gertrude said, ‘Myron – and you too, angel girl – if anything happens to me and you ever need help, go to your Uncle Ted, go to Buck Loner and remind that son-of-a-bitch’ – I am now quoting verbatim – ‘that the property in Westwood just outside of Hollywood where he has his Academy of Drama and Modeling was left to us jointly by our father whose orange grove it was in the Twenties, and you tell that bastard’ – I’m sorry but you know how Gertrude talked, those years as a practical nurse left their toll – ‘that I have a copy of the will and I want my share to go to you, Myron, because that property must be worth a good million bucks by now!” ’ I stopped, as though too moved by my own recital to continue.


Buck Loner idly stroked the bronze bust of Pat Boone which serves as the base for his desk lamp. A long moment passed. I studied the office, admired its rich appointments, realizing that half of the ground it stood on – some fifty acres of Westwood’s finest residential property – was mine. The proof was in my purse: a photostat of Buck Loner’s father’s will.


“Gertrude was always a high-spirited gal, ever since she was yea-high.” He indicated what looked to be a Shetland pony; on one finger a huge diamond glittered. “Poor Gertrude died most horribly, Myron wrote me. Great suffering at the end.” He smacked his lips, the unmitigated shit, but cool it, Myra baby, I said to myself, and half of all this will be yours. Sudden daydream: Buck Loner hanging upside down like a fat sack of potatoes while yours truly works him over with a tennis racket strung with copper wires.


“I never knew Myron,” he added, as though this might somehow make spurious the relationship.


“Myron never knew you.” I was deliberately redundant. “I mean he used to follow your career with interest, collected all sorts of stories about you from the old Radio Times. And of course you were to have figured at some length in one of the chapters of his book Parker Tyler and the Films of the Forties; or, the Transcendental Pantheon. ”


“How about that?” Buck Loner looked pleased, as well he ought to be. “I suppose my nephew left a will?”


I was ready for that one. I told him that I possessed three wills. His father’s leaving the orange grove jointly to Gertrude and himself, Gertrude’s leaving her share of the Westwood property to Myron, and Myron’s leaving his entire estate to me.


Buck Loner sighed. “You know,” he said, “the school ain’t doin’ too well.” Phonetically that is not exactly what he said, but it is close. I am fortunate in having no gift at all for characterizing in prose the actual speech of others and so, for literary purposes, I prefer to make everyone sound like me. Therefore I shall make no further effort to reproduce Buck Loner’s speech, except when something particularly vivid stays with me. Nothing vivid was said for some minutes while he lied to me about the financial status of the Academy of Drama and Modeling. But of course everyone in show business knows that the Academy is a huge success with an enrollment of one thousand three hundred young men and women, all studying to be actors, singers, models. Some live on campus but most live elsewhere and drive to school in their jalopies (a marvelous Forties word that I heard for the first time in Best Foot Forward – oh, to have been an adult in those years!). The Academy mints money.


When Buck had finished his tale of woe, I crossed my legs slowly and deliberately (my skirt was practically mini, my legs divine), and was rewarded by a noticeable increase in Buck’s salivation. He swallowed hard, eyes on that triangulated darkness beneath the skirt, forever inviting the question: is it you-know-what or panties? Let him wonder! No man will ever possess Myra Breckinridge, though she will possess men, in her own good time and in ways convenient to her tyrannous lust. In any case, Buck Loner is a three-time married man whose current wife, Bobbie Dean, once sang with Claude Thornhill’s band in the Forties, and is now a passionate Jehovah’s Witness, forever saving sinners in back streets. Gertrude thought her common.


“Naturally, this is all quite sudden, Myra, I may call you Myra? Even though we never met but then you are my niece-in-law, and so practically kissin’ kin.”


There is a crash outside my window – was a crash (in the time I took to write “there is a crash” the tense changed). Two cars have collided on the Strip. I heard breaking glass. Now I hear nothing. If the accident was serious there will soon be the sound of a siren. More than ever am I convinced that the only useful form left to literature in the post-Gutenberg age is the memoir: the absolute truth, copied precisely from life, preferably at the moment it is happening . . .


Buck Loner made me an offer. While his lawyer and my lawyer work out a settlement, he would be happy to give me a job starting now and extending until the school year ends in June and all the talent scouts from TV, movie and recording companies converge upon the Academy to observe the students do their stuff. I accepted his offer. Why not? I need a place to live (as well as an entrée into the world of the movies), and so what could be better than a teaching job at the Academy? I will also enjoy meeting young men (though whether or not they will enjoy meeting me remains to be seen!), and the Academy is crawling with them, arrogant, cocky youths; several whistled at me in the corridor as I made my way to Buck Loner’s office. Well, they will suffer for their bad manners! No man may jeer at Myra Breckinridge with impunity!


“Now we have an opening for you in our Acting Department – that’s for movie and TV acting, we don’t go in for stage-type acting, no real demand . . .”


“The theatre is finished . . .” I began.


“You can say that again.” It was plain that he was not interested in my theories which reflect more or less Myron’s thesis that this century’s only living art form is the movies. I say more or less because though I agree with Myron that the films of the 1940’s are superior to all the works of the so-called Renaissance, including Shakespeare and Michelangelo, I have been drawn lately to the television commercial which, though in its rude infancy, shows signs of replacing all the other visual arts. But my ideas are not yet sufficiently formulated to record them here, suffice it to say that the placing of the man in the driver’s seat (courtesy of Hertz) reveals in a most cogent way man’s eternal need for mastery over both space and distance, a never-ending progress that began in the caves at Lascaux and continues, even as I write, in the Apollo capsule with its mixed oxygen environment.


“Your work load will of course be light. After all, you’re a member of the family and of course I’m taking into account your terrible recent loss, though it has been my experience that work distracts our attention from grief in a most extraordinary way.” While he was filibustering, he was studying a chart. He then scribbled a note and gave it to me. On Monday, Thursday and Saturday mornings I am to give an hour course in Empathy. Tuesday and Friday afternoons I teach Posture.


“You seem particularly well equipped to give the course in Posture. I couldn’t help but notice how you looked when you entered the room, you carry yourself like a veritable queen. As for Empathy, it is the Sign Kwa Known [sine qua non] of the art of film acting.”


We sparred with one another, each lying to beat the band. He so pleased to have me “on the team” and me so happy to be able to work in Hollywood, California, a life’s dream come true and – as they used to say in the early Sixties – all that jazz. Oh, we are a pair of jolly rogues! He means to cheat me out of my inheritance while I intend to take him for every cent he’s got, as well as make him fall madly in love just so, at the crucial moment, I can kick his fat ass in, fulfilling the new pattern to which I am now irrevocably committed. Or as Diotima said to Hyperion, in Hölderlin’s novel, “It was no man that you wanted, believe me; you wanted a world.” I too want a world and mean to have it. This man – any man – is simply a means of getting it (which is Man).


There goes the siren. The accident was serious. I stretch my legs. The left foot’s asleep. In a moment I shall put down the yellow ballpoint pen, get to my feet, experience briefly pins and needles; then go to the window and lift the blind and see if there are dead bodies in the street. Will there be blood? I dread it. Truly.





BUCK LONER REPORTS –


Recording Disc No. 708 –


10 January


Other matters to be taken up by board in reference to purchases for new closed circuit TV period paragraph I sort of remember that Gertrudes boy was married some years ago and I recall being surprised as he was a fag or so I always thought with that sister of mine for a mother how could he not be only thing is I never knew the little bastard except one meeting in St Louis oh maybe twenty years ago when she was there with her third husband the certified public accountant and I remember vaguely this sissy kid who wanted to go to the movies all the time who I gave an autographed picture of me on Sporko that palomino horse that was and is the trademark of Buck Loner even though the original palomino in question has been for a long time up there in the happy hunting ground and my ass is now too big to inflict on any other nag except maybe Myra Breckinridge period paragraph what is the true Myra Breckinridge story that is the big question you could have knocked me over with a feather when she came sashaying into the office with her skirt hiked up damn near to her chin at least when she sits down she is a good looking broad but hoteyed definitely hoteyed and possibly mentally unbalanced I must keep an eye on her in that department but the tits are keen and probably hers and I expect she is just hungering for the old Buck Loner Special parenthesis start taking pee-pills again to lose weight zipper keeps slipping down which makes a damned sloppy impression end parenthesis period paragraph but what I dont like one bit is the matter of the will and I guess I better put Flagler and Flagler onto it first thing tomorrow it is true that the property was left me and Gertrude joindy but she always said Ted she said she never called me Buck she was the most envious broad that ever lived especially when I was right up there biggest star of them all after Roy bigger than Gene certainly but wish I had Genes eye for real estate that man is loaded of course I dont do so bad with the Academy but Gene Autry today is capital r capital i capital c capital h rich well I was better box office Ted Gertrude said you can keep my share of that lousy orange grove that our father threw away his life savings to buy just as the bottom dropped out of citrus fruit I never want to see or hear of it again is what she said more or less but naturally when word come to Saint Louis and later to the Island of Manhattan where she was living with that crazy picture painter that Hollywood was spilling over into nearby Brentwood and West wood and all the other woods were filling up with lovers of the sun and fun from all parts of the USA Gertrude did ask once or twice about our mutual holding but when I told her I needed money to start the Academy and needed the orange grove to teach in and maybe put a building on she was very reasonable merely saying that when the time came I was to help Myron to become a movie star as he was even better looking than I was at his age and besides could act the little fag she sent me all sorts of pictures of him and he was pretty as a picture in a drippy sort of way and wrote these far out pieces about the movies that I could never get through in magazines I never heard of in England and even in French some of them were written I will say he sent them all to me including a long article type piece that I did read about so help me god the rear ends of all the major cowboy stars from austere aspiring Gothic flat ass Hoot Gibson to impertinent baroque ass James Garner shit exclamation mark paragraph Flagler and Flagler will be notified first thing tomorrow morning and told to examine with a fine tooth comb the deeds to this property and also to make a careful investigation of one Myra Breckinridge widow and claimant and try to find some loophole as I have no intention at all of letting her horn in on a property that I myself increased in value from a five thousand dollar orange grove to what is now at a conservative estimate worth in the neighborhood counting buildings of course of two million dollars maybe I should lay Myra that might keep her happy for a while while we discuss the ins and outs of our business meanwhile I better see if that fag nephew of mine left a proper will this will have to be gone into in careful detail by Flagler and Flagler and their private detective meanwhile she will be working here where I can keep an eye on her period paragraph check new TV makeup equipment write President Johnson giving him my views on subsidy for the arts in line with talk I gave to Fresno Rotary before Xmas those two kids are definitely balling and I don’t like that sort of thing to be too visible on the campus particularly since she lives here in the dormitory and the matron tells me she is off with that stud every chance she can get and is always coming in after midnight a beautiful little piece she is and it may well be that the Buck Loner Special could straighten her out but I must proceed cautiously like they say as she is a minor of eighteen and naturally drawn to a male minor of nineteen six feet two and built like a stone wall who wants to be a movie star with sideburns a nice kid if he stays out of jail and I hope one day he makes it but meanwhile its his making her that I mind I mean what would her mother say her worst fears about Hollywood fulfilled I better tell the matron to give her a tough talking to or back she goes to Winnipeg as an enemy alien and deflowered virgin through no fault of yours truly remember to tell masseuse to come at five instead of six am getting horny as hell talking about the dear little thing from Winnipeg whats her name Sally Sue Baby Dee Mary Ann thats it Mary Ann Pringle and shes making it with Rusty Godowski from Detroit where else a nice dumb polack who maybe has that extra something that makes for stardom that masseuse better be good today
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I write this sitting at my desk in the office to which I have been assigned in the west wing of the main building of what must be an incredibly valuable piece of real estate. I’ve spent the last few days prowling about the Academy and it’s a most expensive creation, worth millions I should say, and half of it’s mine, or at least half the ground it stands on. I have already contacted a good lawyer and presently he will surprise Buck Loner with my claims. Our case, I am assured, is airtight.


I find Buck Loner something of an enigma. No man can be as cheerful as he seems to be, as desirous of creating love as he says he is. Yet it is true that oceans of warmth flow from him to all the students, quite indiscriminately, and they seem to adore him, even those who are known as “hippies” and mock everyone (the argot is curiously rich out here, and slightly repellent: teenagers – already a ghastly word – are known as “teeny-boppers”!). Reluctantly, I find myself admiring the man, monster though he is. But then I shall soon break him to my will. Is there a man alive who is a match for Myra Breckinridge?
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I sit now in a bus on my way to Culver City – and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer! My heart is beating so quickly that I can hardly bear to look out the window for fear that suddenly against that leaden horizon marked by oil derricks, I shall behold – like some fantastic palace of dreams – the Irving Thalberg Memorial Building and its attendant sound stages whose blank (but oh so evocative!) façades I have studied in photographs for twenty years.


Not wanting to spoil my first impression, I keep my eye on this notebook which I balance on one knee as I put down at random whatever comes into my mind, simply anything in order to save for myself the supreme moment of ecstasy when the Studio of Studios, the sublime motor to this century’s myths, appears before me as it has so many times in dreams, its great doors swinging wide to welcome Myra Breckinridge to her rightful kingdom.


I was born to be a star, and look like one today: a false hairpiece gives body to my hair while the light Max Factor base favored by Merle Oberon among other screen lovelies makes luminous my face even in the harsh light of a sound stage where I shall soon be standing watching a take. Then when the director says, “O.K., print it,” and the grips prepare for another setup, the director will notice me and ask my name and then take me into the commissary and there, over a Green Goddess salad (a favorite of the stars), talk to me at length about my face, wondering whether or not it is photogenic until I stop him with a smile and say: “There is only one way to find out. A screen test.” To be a film star is my dearest daydream. After all, I have had some practical experience in New York. Myron and I both appeared in a number of underground movies. Of course they were experimental films and like most experiments, in the laboratory and out, they failed but even had they succeeded they could never have been truly Hollywood, truly mythic. Nevertheless, they gave me a sense of what it must be like to be a star.


This trip is endless. I hate buses. I must rent or buy a car. The distances are unbelievable out here and to hire a taxi costs a fortune. This particular section of town is definitely ratty-looking with dingy bungalows and smog-filled air; my eyes burn and water. Fortunately elaborate neon signs and an occasional eccentrically shaped building make magic of the usual. We are now passing a diner in the shape of an enormous brown doughnut. I feel better already. Fantasy has that effect on me.


What to make of the students? I have now taught four classes in Posture (how to walk gracefully and sit down without knocking over furniture) and two in Empathy (I invite them to pretend they are oranges, drinks of water, clouds. . . the results are unusual, to say the least).


Though I have nothing to do with the Speech Department, I could not help but notice what difficulty most of the students have in talking. The boys tend to bark while the girls whine through their noses. Traditional human speech seems to have passed them by, but then one must never forget that they are the first creations of that television culture which began in the early Fifties. Their formative years were spent watching pale gray figures (no blacks, no whites – significant detail) move upon a twenty-one-inch screen. As a result, they are bland and inattentive, responsive only to the bold rhythms of commercials. Few can read anything more complex than a tabloid newspaper. As for writing, it is enough that they can write their name, or “autograph” as they are encouraged to call it, anticipating stardom. Nevertheless, a few have a touch of literary genius (that never dies out entirely), witness the obscene graffiti on the men’s bathroom wall into which I strayed by accident the first day and saw, in large letters over one of the urinals, “Buck Sucks.” Can this be true? I would put nothing past a man who traffics so promiscuously in love, not knowing that it is hate alone which inspires us to action and makes for civilization. Look at Juvenal, Pope, Billy Wilder.


In the Posture class I was particularly struck by one of the students, a boy with a Polish name. He is tall with a great deal of sand-colored curly hair and sideburns; he has pale blue eyes with long black lashes and a curving mouth on the order of the late Richard Cromwell, so satisfyingly tortured in Lives of a Bengal Lancer. From a certain unevenly rounded thickness at the crotch of his blue jeans, it is safe to assume that he is marvelously hung. Unfortunately he is hot for an extremely pretty girl with long straight blonde hair (dyed), beautiful legs and breasts, reminiscent of Lupe Velez. She is mentally retarded. When I asked her to rise she did not recognize the word “rise” and so I had to ask her “to get up” which she did understand. He is probably just as stupid but fortunately has the good sense not to talk too much. When he does, however, he puts on a hillbilly accent that is so authentic that I almost melt in my drawers.


“I thank we gawn git on mahty fahn, Miz Myra” were his first words to me after class as he looked down into my upturned face, confident of his masculine primacy. He was, in fact, so close to me that I could smell the most appetizing odor of deodorant mingled with tobacco and warm boy. But before I could make a suitable answer she pulled him away. Poor child! She doesn’t know that I shall have him in the end while
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I can hardly bear it another moment! I am reborn or in the process of rebirth like Robert Montgomery in Here Comes Mr. Jordan.


I am seated in front of a French café in a Montmartre street on the back lot at Metro. Last year’s fire destroyed many of the studio’s permanent outdoor sets – those streets and castles I knew so much better than ever I knew the Chelsea area of Manhattan where Myron and I used to exist. I deeply regret the fire, mourn all that was lost, particularly the famous New York City street of brownstones and the charming village in Normandy. But, thank Heaven, this café still stands. Over a metal framework, cheap wood has been so arranged and painted as to suggest with astonishing accuracy a Paris bistro, complete with signs for BYRRH, while a striped awning shades metal tables and chairs set out on the “sidewalk.” Any minute now, I expect to see Parisians. I would certainly like to see a waiter and order a Pernod.


I can hardly believe that I am sitting at the same table where Leslie Caron once awaited Gene Kelly so many years ago, and I can almost re-create for myself the lights, the camera, the sound boom, the technicians, all converged upon this one table where, in a blaze of artificial sunlight, Leslie – much too round but a lovely face with eyes like mine – sits and waits for her screen lover while a man from makeup delicately dusts those famous features with powder.


From the angle where I sit I can see part of the street in Carverville where Andy Hardy lived. The street is beautifully kept up as the shrine it is, a last memorial to all that was touching and – yes – good in the American past, an era whose end was marked by two mushroom shapes set like terminal punctuation marks against the Asian sky.


A few minutes ago I saw Judge Hardy’s house with its neatly tended green lawn and windows covered with muslin behind which there is nothing at all. It is quite eerie the way in which the houses look entirely real from every angle on the slightly curving street with its tall green trees and flowering bushes. Yet when one walks around to the back of the houses, one sees the rusted metal framework, the unpainted wood that has begun to rot, the dirty glass of the windows and the muslin curtains soiled and torn. Time withers all things human; although yesterday evening when I saw Ann Rutherford, stopped in her car at a red light, I recognized immediately the great black eyes and the mobile face. She at least endures gallantly, and I could not have been more thrilled! Must find where Lewis Stone is buried.


This is the happiest moment of my life, sitting here alone on the back lot with no one in sight, for I was able to escape the studio guide by telling him that I wanted to lie down in an empty office of the Thalberg Building; then of course I flew straight here to the back lot which is separated from the main studio by a public road.


If only Myron could have seen this! Of course he would have been saddened by the signs of decay. The spirit of what used to be has fled. Most dreadful of all, NO FILM is currently being made on the lot; and that means that the twenty-seven huge sound stages which saw the creation of so many miracles: Gable, Garbo, Hepburn (Katharine), Powell, Loy, Garland, Tracy and James Craig are now empty except for a few crews making television commercials.


Yet I must write the absolute truth for I am not Myron Breckinridge but myself and despite the intensely symbiotic relationship my husband and I enjoyed during his brief life and despite the fact that I do entirely support his thesis that the films of 1935 to 1945 inclusive were the high point of Western culture, completing what began that day in the theatre of Dionysos when Aeschylus first spoke to the Athenians, I must confess that I part company with Myron on the subject of TV. Even before Marshall McLuhan, I was drawn to the gray shadows of the cathode tube. In fact, I was sufficiently avant-garde in 1959 to recognize the fact that it was no longer the movies but the television commercial that engaged the passionate attention of the world’s best artists and technicians. And now the result of their extraordinary artistry is this new world, like it or not, we are living in: post-Gutenberg and pre-Apocalypse. For almost twenty years the minds of our children have been filled with dreams that will stay with them forever, the way those maddening jingles do (as I write, I have begun softly to whistle “Rinso White,” a theme far more meaningful culturally than all of Stravinsky or even John Cage). I submitted a piece on this subject to Partisan Review in the summer of 1960. I believe, without false modesty, that I proved conclusively that the relationship between consumer and advertiser is the last demonstration of necessary love in the West, and its principal form of expression is the television commercial. I never heard from PR but I kept a carbon of the piece and will incorporate it into the book on Parker Tyler, perhaps as an appendix.


For almost an hour I watched a television commercial being made on the same stage where Bette Davis acted in The Catered Affair – that predictably unhappy result of the movies attempting to take over the television drama when what they should have taken over was the spirit of the commercials. Then I was given lunch in the commissary which is much changed since the great days when people in extraordinary costumes wandered about, creating the impression that one was inside a time machine gone berserk. Now television executives and technicians occupy all the tables and order what used to be Louis B. Mayer Chicken Soup only the name of Mayer has been, my guide told me, stricken from the menu. So much for greatness! Even more poignant as reminders of human transiency are the empty offices on the second floor of the Thalberg Building. I was particularly upset to see that the adjoining suites of Pandro S. Berman and the late Sam Zimbalist were both vacant. Zimbalist (immortal because of Boom Town) died in Rome while producing Ben Hur which saved the studio’s bacon, and Pandro S. Berman (Dragon Seed, The Picture of Dorian Gray, The Seventh Cross) has gone into what the local trade papers refer to as “indie production.” How tragic! MGM without Pandro S. Berman is like the American flag without its stars.


No doubt about it, an era has indeed ended and I am its chronicler. Farewell the classic films, hail the television commercial! Yet nothing human that is great can entirely end. It is merely transmuted – in the way that the wharf where Jeanette MacDonald arrived in New Orleans (Naughty Marietta, 1935) has been used over and over again for a hundred other films even though it will always remain, to those who have a sense of history, Jeanette’s wharf. Speaking of history, there was something curiously godlike about Nelson Eddy’s recent death before a nightclub audience at Miami. In the middle of a song, he suddenly forgot the words. And so, in that plangent baritone which long ago earned him a permanent place in the pantheon of superstars, he turned to his accompanist and said, “Play ‘Dardanella,’ and maybe I’ll remember the words.” Then he collapsed and died.


Play “Dardanella”! Play on! In any case, one must be thankful for those strips of celluloid which still endure to remind us that once there were gods and goddesses in our midst and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (where I now sit) preserved their shadows for all time! Could the actual Christ have possessed a fraction of the radiance and the mystery of H. B. Warner in the first King of Kings or revealed, even on the cross, so much as a shadow of the moonstruck Nemi-agony of Jeffrey Hunter in the second King of Kings, that astonishing creation of Nicholas Ray? No.
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Seated at a table in the Academy cafeteria. It is three weeks to the day since I arrived. People want to sit with me, but I graciously indicate that I would rather make these notes. They respect my writing at odd times in public places. There is a rumor that I am with the CIA.


While waiting just now to be served today’s lunch specialty, a chili con carne that looks suspiciously like Gravy Train, a concentrated dog food which California’s poverty-stricken Mexicans mix with their beans, I noticed, as always with a certain pleasure, the way the students go about playing at stardom.


A fantastically beautiful girl called Gloria Gordon holds court at one table, wearing a silver lamé evening gown, cut to the navel, while rock-and-roll singers do an impromptu number in the center of the room, to the delight of the western stars in their boots and chaps; a pleasure not shared by the motorcyclists in their black leather, bedecked with swastikas and chains, radiating hostility, so unlike the Easterners who are solemnly catatonic in their Brooks Brothers suits and button-down collars, each clutching an empty attaché case. The students regard the Easterners respectfully as being the farthest-out of all for they are, reputedly, the drug-takers. Of course all the students smoke pot and experiment with LSD but only a few main-line, and of those few the Easterners, to a man, are thought to be totally hooked.
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