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  Friends and Lovers


  Hollywood 1932: ‘...so much going on in our set here.’


  IN THE AUTUMN of 1932, shortly after his return to London from a visit to Hollywood, the twenty-eight-year-old English photographer Cecil Beaton received a letter from a friend, Anita Loos, the author of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Loos was living in Los Angeles, writing screenplays for MGM.


  
    Darling Cecil,


    It was wonderful having that grand long letter from you. What a divine vacation you must have had with Peter. It sounds too heavenly.fn1


    There has been so much going on in our set here that every time I think of writing I am swamped with the very idea of trying to tell it all. The Garbo-Mercedes business has been too amazing. They had terrific battles, and Garbo left without saying goodbye. Then Mercedes flew to NY to see her and Garbo wouldn’t. Mercedes flew back despondent – lost her job with MGM and is in the most awful state. Also says she is broke – can’t get a break and it’s too terrible. The story is as long as the dictionary – but much more amazing – so will hope you get together with Mercedes one day and hear it from her lips.1

  


  Loos related further Hollywood news, of Tallulah Bankhead going to MGM; of Red-Headed Woman, a comedy scripted by Loos for Jean Harlow, failing to pass the English censors; and of the American playwright Zoë Akins and her husband fighting ‘like battleships’. Loos also had news of Edmund Goulding, another friend of Cecil’s and the director of Grand Hotel, which had opened that spring to rave reviews, most especially for Garbo, who played the exquisitely desolate femme fatale with whom John Barrymore fell in love.fn2


  
    Eddie Goulding left here on 12 hours notice after giving a party for eight girls which wound up with two of them having to be sent to the hospital. Hearst stepped in and squashed the story being printed except for vague allusions in Winchell’s column. Hearst must have been furious about it. One of the newspapers told the studio people not to worry about the story being printed as it was so filthy it couldn’t be. Don’t know myself what it was that happened – but that’s the gossip about town. Please don’t spread it – as Eddie seems to be going over great in London.2

  


  In Hollywood in the thirties, the inner circle knew all that was happening and the general public very little. The ‘Garbo-Mercedes business’ was another one of the Hollywood secrets that studio PR people kept under wraps, and Cecil would have been interested in the most recent instalment as a matter of course. But Loos’s account, coming when it did, must have piqued his interest more than she could have guessed. Cecil had been obsessed with Garbo for some time and had pursued her assiduously when he was in California, hoping to photograph her for Vogue or for a book he was preparing. She had avoided him until just before he returned to England. Then one afternoon at the Gouldings’ Spanish-style mansion, where Cecil was staying, they had had a surprisingly intense encounter that went on until dawn. Cecil apparently, and uncharacteristically, kept the news of this meeting to himself.


  Greta Garbo lived for the most part quietly, away from the world of Hollywood parties and public occasions. She was happiest alone or with a few friends. Throughout her life she was known as a recluse, though sometimes as ‘a recluse about town’. She did occasionally go to small social events, and at one such, given by the Polish-born screenwriter Salka Viertelfn3 in the early months of 1931, she met Mercedes de Acosta, poet, playwright and scriptwriter, who soon became an intimate friend. From the account left by Mercedes it would appear that Garbo sought her out, arranging that they should meet and then inviting Mercedes to her house. The first night they were together, according to Mercedes, they sat up late, talking and eating, and then went down to the beach.


  
    We talked of...things, profound and trivial. Then finally, as the moon sank and disappeared and a tiny streak of light fell across the sky in the east, we were silent. Slowly the dawn came. As the sun rose we walked down the mountain and picked rambler roses.3

  


  In the summer of 1931 Garbo and Mercedes disappeared to a little house on Silver Lake in the Sierra Nevada Mountains owned by the actor Wallace Beery, where they shared a solitary idyll for some time, although not as long as Mercedes later claimed:


  
    How to describe the next six enchanted weeks? Even recapturing them in memory makes me realize how lucky I am to have had them. Six perfect weeks out of a lifetime. This is indeed much. In all this time there was not a second of disharmony between Greta and me or in nature around us . . .4

  


  Mercedes observed Garbo closely. In an extract she omitted from her autobiography, she described Garbo’s legs:


  
    They were not tan or the sunburned colour which is commonly seen, but the skin had taken on a golden hue and a flock of tiny hairs growing on her legs were golden too. Her legs are classical. She has not the typical Follies girl legs or the American man’s dream of what a woman’s legs should be. They have the shape that can be seen in many Greek statues.5

  


  Garbo lived in the Brentwood section of Los Angeles, and Mercedes moved next door. She had been writing a film script for Pola Negri. When it was rejected, Garbo hit on the idea of Mercedes writing one for her. The project was called Desperate. Registered at MGM on 21 January 1932, it was the story of a girl whose mother jumps off a cliff. Thereafter the girl follows Nietzsche’s code: ‘One must learn to live desperately.’ Mercedes described the heroine as she might have described Garbo herself: ‘One feels in her a strange, wild nature, with the conflicting struggles of her mother and father combined – of the old world and the new – from an early age this inner battle had raged. One feels in her sadness and gaiety, sanity and neuroticism, vitality and listlessness, reticence and restlessness, shyness and daring – all of these mixed in a mad contradiction that spends her own strength and throws her back upon herself – that makes her forever a mystery to the ordinary mortal. In her eyes one already sees the doom that comes from the soul rather than outward events – unmoved eyes, holding in their depths that look of eternity.’6


  For much of Desperate Garbo was to be dressed as a boy in order to escape from the police and others. Irving Thalberg, head of production at MGM, would have none of this. ‘Do you want to put all America and all the women’s clubs against her?’ he asked. ‘You must be out of your mind...We have been building Garbo up for years as a great glamorous actress, and now you come along and try to put her into pants and make a monkey out of her.’7 That was the end of the project.


  Garbo then made Grand Hotel and As You Desire Me, which was released in June 1932. During negotiations over a new contract with MGM, she left Hollywood for New York, hiding out at the St Moritz Hotel on Central Park South before sailing for her native Sweden. Mercedes was left behind in the condition described by Anita Loos in her letter to Cecil Beaton. But since Mercedes was soon being swamped with flowers by Marlene Dietrich, who had embarked on a determined campaign to seduce her, she may not have been suffering as much as Loos thought.


  Mercedes: ‘Who of us is only one sex?’


  Mercedes de Acosta is now a forgotten figure, but in her day she was well-known in literary and film circles. She was born on 1 March 1893, the youngest of eight children of Ricardo de Acosta, and was brought up in a strict Spanish-Catholic household in New York in the years before World War I. She had dark hair, brown eyes and was about five feet four inches tall. She was of regal appearance and claimed Spanish (Castilian) descent, but it is generally accepted that the family came from Cuba. Mercedes wrote novels, plays, and film scripts, and her poetry was published, although nobody reads it now.


  One of Mercedes’s sisters was Rita Lydig, a striking beauty who was painted by Sargent and Boldini. ‘As fantastic as any character in romantic literature, Mrs Rita de Acosta Lydig graced the opening cycles of the twentieth century with a perfectionism that would have been rare in any period since the Renaissance,’8 Cecil Beaton wrote in The Glass of Fashion, his idiosyncratic survey of twentieth-century style.


  New York in the days of Mercedes’s childhood had a charm that is hard to imagine now. Italian organ-grinders still roamed the streets with sad-looking monkeys tethered on chains. Coaches rattled along the avenues, with footmen as postilions. Through her sister Rita, Mercedes met many of the great figures of the day, from Rodin and Anatole France to Edith Wharton and Queen Marie of Roumania. She became a friend of Picasso, Stravinsky, Sarah Bernhardt and others. She used to claim that her brain was ‘international’, indeed ‘universal’, though her heart remained resolutely Spanish. Mercedes’s film career included being fired by Irving Thalberg for refusing to write a scene in the film Rasputin and the Empress (1932) about a meeting between Princess Irena Youssoupoff and the Mad Monk that had never taken place in life. Mercedes was that rare creature in Hollywood, a purist.


  She did not have an easy life. She was the victim of depressions that in childhood led her to moan audibly in the corner of a room, and when she was an adult she had trouble sleeping and suffered from migraine headaches. Many times she endured what she called ‘the dark night of the soul’.9 She believed in ‘astral travelling’, when ‘the spirit or ego leaves the body while one sleeps and yet remains connected to the life force’. She explained the sudden awakening with a jerk that everyone has experienced as ‘a too sudden parting of the astral from the physical body’.10


  Mercedes was a vegetarian who believed that ‘meat eating makes a tomb out of our living bodies for the corpses of dead animals’. She was an explorer of Eastern religions, a disciple of Krishnamurti. She began life as a devout Roman Catholic, often kneeling for hours with arms extended in the form of a cross. She put nails and stones in her shoes and walked till her feet bled. Later she rejected much of Catholicism, telling Elsa Maxwell: ‘I don’t believe in dogmas, I believe in taking the essence from all religions, in arriving at your own creed.’11 She was an ardent feminist and loved Isadora Duncan because she helped to liberate women from the burden of layers of clothes, making corsets and stockings obsolete, and introducing sandals.


  Mercedes was convinced that she was male until the age of seven. Her family encouraged this belief, referring to her as a boy and dressing her in Eton suits. Her mother had wanted a son, would have called him Rafael, and so called Mercedes Rafael instead. She played boys’ games and played with boys as a boy. But one day ‘the tragedy occurred’.12 Mercedes was told by one of the boys that as a girl she could not throw a ball as far as them. She felt insulted and challenged the boy to a fight. But instead of fighting, the boy took her behind a bath-house and exposed his youthful penis.


  
    ‘Have you got this?’ he demanded.


    I was horrified. I had heard about grown people and children being deformed. These stories now leapt to my mind.


    ‘You’re deformed!’ I shouted.


    ‘If you are a boy and you haven’t got this, you are the one who is deformed’, he shouted back.


    By this time the other boys had joined us, each boy speedily showing me the same strange phenomenon the first boy had exhibited. They were like menacing and terrible judges! They demanded that I produce the same ‘phenomenon’.


    ‘Prove that you’re not a girl’, they screamed.13

  


  This was a shattering experience for young Rafael. ‘In that one brief second everything in my young soul turned monstrous and terrible and dark’.14 She ran home to her nurse, then challenged her mother and it was admitted that she was a girl. In due course, as she recorded in an unpublished draft of her memoirs, Mercedes was sent to a convent to teach her feminine ways, but she ran away. She continued to deny she was a girl, explaining to the bewildered nuns: ‘I am not a boy and I am not a girl, or maybe I am both – I don’t know. And because I don’t know, I will never fit in anywhere and I will be lonely all my life.’15


  Some years later, Mercedes mused on how this had affected her life and her attitude to men and women:


  
    It has made me see and understand the half tones of life, and like the half tone light of dawn and twilight, whose vibrations are ever the most mystical and romantic, so too I have come to regard these half-tones of life, and the people who walk their rhythm, as the most beautiful...To the outward form of sex which the body has assumed, I have remained indifferent, I do not understand the difference between a man and a woman, and believing only in the eternal value of love, I cannot understand these so-called ‘normal’ people who believe that a man should love only a woman, and a woman love only a man. If this were so, then it disregards completely the spirit, the personality, and the mind, and stresses all the importance of love to the physical body. I believe in many cases this is why the ‘normal’ people are usually much less inspired, seldom artists, and much less sensitive than the ‘half-tone’ people. They are held down and concerned so much with the physical body that they cannot see beyond the outward form of male and female. The Greeks understood so well that there is no pure masculine or pure feminine in one person, and in order to bring the body up to the level of this spiritual understanding, they did not hesitate to sculpt on the physical plane the hermaphroditic type in their works of art; and in the poetry of their lives they accepted homo-sexuality and bi-sexuality, whose impulse they regarded as just another stream which flowed toward the same great sea – the eternal source of love!16

  


  The young Mercedes loved her eccentric, aristocratic mother, admitting she suffered from a mother complex. When her mother died, she guarded the body so zealously that when her brother came near, she seized a knife and tried to stab him. Her father was handsome, poetic, intellectual. As a young man in Cuba he had survived a battle in which twenty of his companions had been shot. In later life he brooded over this constantly, and when Mercedes was fourteen and he was an old man, he killed himself by jumping off a high rock. ‘I knew this gesture was, in his mind, an expiation at last to his comrades for having escaped with his life so many years before,’ wrote Mercedes.17


  Mercedes herself was capable of dramatic and violent action. She owned a small colt revolver and took comfort from the idea that if life became too difficult, she could point it at the roof of her mouth ‘and pop myself off this baffling planet’.18 One day it disappeared, and Mercedes discovered that her sister Baba had removed it for safety, throwing it into the East River. She was enraged:


  
    ‘You took it’, I said, and leaped at her. The weight of my body knocked her over backwards and we fell down. I grabbed her throat and banged her head over and over again on the floor.19

  


  Like many New Yorkers in the twenties, Mercedes loved the smoky night life of speakeasies and drag clubs.


  
    What we all saw in it is difficult to understand now. I suppose it was the newly found excitement of homosexuality, which after the war was expressed openly in nightclubs and cabarets by boys dressed as women, and was, like drinking, forbidden and subject to police raids, which made it all the more enticing. Youth was in revolt, and outwitting the government and getting the better of the police lent a zest to our lives.20

  


  Mercedes wrote in a draft of her memoirs: ‘How am I to convey to the reader the diverse people I feel within me – a reader who probably also has as many diverse people as I have within him or within her – as the sex may be. And here too, is another problem. Who of us are only one sex? I, myself, am sometimes androgynous...’21


  Mercedes was married between 1920 and 1935 to the artist and portrait painter Abram Poole, but she refused to be described as Mrs Abram Poole, remaining resolutely Mercedes de Acosta. Nor did her marriage prevent her from pursuing various ladies. She even claimed to have taken a girlfriend with her on her honeymoon. She had remarkable success in this regard. Alice B. Toklas wrote of her: ‘A friend said to me one day – you can’t dispose of Mercedes lightly – she has had the two most important women in US – Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich.’22 Shortly before her death at the age of 100, ‘Dickie’ Fellowes-Gordon,fn4 Elsa Maxwell’s lifelong friend, recalled that Mercedes used to boast: ‘I can get any woman from any man’;23 and there is considerable evidence to support this claim. Truman Capote was one of those fascinated by the sex life of Mercedes. ‘Truman thought up a game he called International Daisy Chain, the point of which was to link people sexually, using as few beds as possible,’ recalls John Richardson, the art historian. ‘He used to say that Mercedes was the best card to hold. You could get to anyone – as it were from Pope John XXIII to John Kennedy – in one move.’24


  Mercedes: ‘A slender body, hands soft and white.’


  Mercedes dressed stylishly – wearing either black or white, or a combination of the two. She favoured cloaks and tricorn hats, and well-cut jackets. She operated with champagne, lilies, and caviar, and if necessary would fill a room with such delights, giving no thought to cost in the cause of seduction.


  There was hardly a celebrated lady that did not somehow cross Mercedes’s path. Not surprisingly she wrote: ‘I could not help feeling spiritually lost, as though I were traveling a dark road.’25 Her poetry expressed this more strongly:


  
    Never shall I be all subdued


    Nor the real secret of me understood;


    Passionately and violently my body may be possessed,


    But my spirit


    Always a virgin,


    Will wander on forever


    Unpossessed!26

  


  She was variously fascinated by many famous and complicated women – the Italian diva with the tragic face, Eleonora Duse (whom she first saw passing in a gondola in Venice when she was eleven and whose body, after her death in Pittsburgh, she arranged to lie in the Dominican Catholic Church in Lexington Avenue); the Russian ballerina Tamara Karsavina, and Isadora Duncan, the ill-fated dancer who died when her scarf was caught in the wheel of her car.


  Mercedes first met Isadora in 1916, and during the course of a long friendship, arranged for the payment of many of her bills and the editing and publishing of her memoirs, My Life. ‘Many days and nights we spent together,’ Mercedes recalled, ‘eating when we felt hungry, sleeping when we felt tired, regardless of time or the hour.’27 Isadora often danced for her, and did so once while humming much of Parsifal. In the last year of her life, Isadora wrote a poem to Mercedes in her illegible hand, a fragment of which reads:


  
    A slender body, hands soft and white


    for the service of my delight...


    Two sprouting breasts


    Round and sweet


    invite my hungry mouth to eat.


    From whence two nipples firm and pink


    persuade my thirsty soul to drink


    And lower still a secret place


    Where I’d fain hide my loving face


    My kisses like a swarm of bees


    Would find their way


    Between thy knees


    And suck the honey of thy lips


    Embracing thy two slender hips.28

  


  Other women in Mercedes’s life included Marie Doro, a famous Charles Frohmanfn5 star, a small, alert and intelligent creature with spectacularly dark eyes and thick brown hair. Marie wrote popular songs, one of which was entitled: ‘Do I make it Clear’, and was an authority on Shakespeare’s sonnets and Elizabethan poetry. She shared Mercedes’s fascination for religion and studied at the Union Theological Seminary in New York. ‘She had a way of weaving in and out of my life,’ wrote Mercedes, adding: ‘If you never knew Marie intimately – and this was almost a lifework – you could never have known all her tricks for hiding her beauty. I was immediately aware of her, even when she dressed herself up like a pixie to conceal it!’29 Marie used to go into hiding ‘to contemplate’ and once changed her hotel four times in one week to escape her friends. When she died in 1956, she bequeathed $90,000 to the Actors’ Fund.


  Mercedes’s great early friend Bessie Marbury, the companion of the interior decorator Elsie de Wolfe and agent to H. G. Wells, Somerset Maugham and Oscar Wilde, provided entrée to another romantic attachment, Alla Nazimova, a famous Russian actress. Nazimova was dark and intense, slender and exotic looking, and when she appeared in the US she had a clearly defined moustache, fashionable in Russia but not in America. This she was eventually persuaded to remove. Mercedes met her after a large benefit at Madison Square Garden in which Nazimova had run around the arena dressed as a Cossack, carrying a Russian flag, leaping into the air every few steps. Mercedes called on her in her dressing-room and was at once transfixed by her large, purple-coloured eyes. Nazimova held out her hands: ‘We took to each other instantly. I felt completely at ease and as if we had always known each other.’30


  Nazimova had come to America in 1906. Henry Miller persuaded her to learn English and she starred in his Hedda Gabler. Nazimova then played in many Ibsen and Chekhov plays, and created the role of the murderous wife in Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning becomes Electra. When she received applause, she did not bow, but gave ‘the Roman salute’, later given sinister implication by Mussolini and the Fascists.31


  Nazimova lived in a large Spanish house on Sunset Boulevard amidst three and a half acres of tropical plants. At one time it was thought that she was having an affair with Rudolph Valentino, but she preferred her considerable entourage of women friends. However, she was not pleased when Valentino fell in love with her protégée, the costume and set designer Natacha Rambova, an exotic self-creation in veils, turbans and dazzling earrings, to whom Nazimova herself had introduced him. She set about warning Valentino of the doom that would be his lot if he married the ambitious hussy, but he was resolute. Valentino’s career floundered and his friends went so far as to believe that the tensions of their divorce led to the stomach disorders that killed him in 1926.


  Nazimova turned her house into a hotel, the famous Garden of Allah, in 1927, but at first it was badly managed. When she sold it, she was cheated out of all the money she put in it, and the crash of 1929 took away the rest. She died of cancer in 1945. She held one further curious distinction. She was Nancy Reagan’s godmother.


  Eva Le Gallienne


  Shortly before she married Abram Poole on 11 May 1920, Mercedes met Eva Le Gallienne. Eva was twenty-one, and Mercedes twenty-seven. They met again in November 1921 when Eva was playing Julie in the first American production of Ferenc Molnar’s Liliom. Mercedes wrote her a formal letter of admiration: ‘My dear Miss Le Gallienne...’ and invited her to dine. They found themselves soul-mates, drawn to each other not only physically but by shared hopes for the theatre and their intense adoration of Duse.


  Eva Le Gallienne was the daughter of the British literary critic and poet Richard Le Gallienne (a friend of Oscar Wilde), and his Danish wife Julie Nørregaard, a journalist. Her parents separated in 1903, when she was four, and she was brought up in Paris. At the age of seven she was taken to see Sarah Bernhardt play Prince Charming in The Sleeping Beauty, and the desire to be an actress was born in her. She later said that Bernhardt’s arrival on stage was ‘like an electric shock’. She made her acting debut in London in 1914, and set off the following year for New York in the hope of securing a part in a Belasco production. Her first five years in America had been difficult, and the part of Julie was a particularly important step in her career. The critics loved her.


  Eva was on tour much of the time, and when she was not on stage she tended to lead a solitary, almost reclusive life. Early in their relationship she acknowledged that she was in love with Mercedes, who was ostensibly living a conventional married life with her husband. She had begun her tour in Liliom in February 1922, three months after their first dinner, and she wrote to Mercedes almost every day, sometimes more than once. In the archives of her papers there are almost a thousand sheets of letters covering the years 1921 to 1927.fn6 She saw Mercedes occasionally when she came to New York for a rehearsal or on a Sunday, but their meetings were furtive, and the fear of censorious gossip lay heavily on both of them. The insecurity of separated lovers was made the more intense by Mercedes’s bouts of ill-health, neurosis, and lack of confidence.


  Toward the end of February they met, but Eva was restless later. According to the letters she wrote to Mercedes (she destroyed those she received from her) the things she meant to say were left unsaid, the things she managed to say were badly expressed. She worried further that she had tired Mercedes or caused her trouble at home.


  Their meetings took place at Eva’s apartment, which she feared was second-rate. In tune with her image of Mercedes, she felt it should be banked with white camellias, and a few gardenias to represent herself. Their moments together had to be squeezed between meetings with agents and dinners from which she would escape as soon as possible. Having given herself totally to Mercedes, she was terrified of losing her. She wrote that the thought of Abram or anyone else lying in her arms was unbearable.


  Mercedes had written a play, Jehanne d’Arc, and hoped that Eva would perform in it. Eva was determined to do so, though afraid she would not do it justice. In May Mercedes fell ill, and Abram wired Eva with the news. Now the essential conflict came to the fore: Eva’s jealousy of Abram, who had a legal and moral right to care for her and hold her in his arms. The touchy situation was exacerbated by the arrival of an ex-girlfriend of Mercedes called Billie McKeever. She was an unconventional New Yorker, from a very conventional background. Mercedes described her as being ‘like quicksilver...wild, untamed’ with ‘a delicious fey quality’. She called her ‘Gypsy child’.32


  Mercedes recovered from her illness and sailed for Europe on the Olympic on Sunday 4 June, accompanied by a series of notes from Eva to be opened each successive day on board. These professed that she loved her insanely, while hoping that Mercedes had not made any romantic conquests on the moonlit deck.


  Eva followed two days later on the Mauretania, travelling to England to stay with her mother in London. Mercedes worried about the propriety of sending letters there, but Eva reassured her that she locked them safely away instantly and then read them over and over again in the night. She longed to join Mercedes, and soon went to Paris, where they met and stayed together for some weeks. Their love nest was the Hôtel Foyot in the rue de Tournon (where Casanova lived). During their time in Paris, they visited ‘Dickie’ Fellowes-Gordon, who recalled the visit nearly seventy years later and confirmed that they appeared very much in love.33


  On July 22, Mercedes left for Munich, pursued by adoring messages from Eva, who stayed behind in Paris. Eva’s mother came to stay with her, and was read aloud to from Jehanne d’Arc. When Eva was alone she entertained herself by visiting the Moulin Rouge in Montmartre, where she enjoyed dancing with a cocotte and talking to her.


  Finally, a note from Mercedes arrived via the sculptress Malvina Hoffman. Mercedes summoned her, and Eva set off at once on the Orient Express to join her. Together they travelled to Genoa, Venice, Munich and Vienna. Molnar, the author of Liliom, met them in Budapest, where Eva was warmly greeted by banners saying: ‘Welcome Julie’ and given flowers by strangers. From then on they were fêted by Hungarians, who appeared to celebrate until well into the small hours of the morning.


  But soon Eva had to leave Mercedes with Abram. While she made her way back to London via Paris, Mercedes and Abram went to Constantinople, where Mercedes’s passport records her presence from 8 to 18 August 1922. They stayed at the Pera, the celebrated hotel whose guests have included Atatürk and Agatha Christie. In her memoirs, Mercedes left a vivid account of a ‘poignant memory’.34


  
    One day in the lobby of the Pera Palace Hotel I saw one of the most hauntingly beautiful women I had ever beheld. Her features and her movements were so distinguished and aristocratic-looking that I decided she must be a refugee Russian princess. The porter said he did not know her name but he thought she was a Swedish actress who had come to Constantinople with the great Swedish film director, Maurice Stiller.


    Several times after this I saw her in the street. I was terribly troubled by her eyes and I longed to speak to her, but I did not have the courage. Also I did not even know what language to use. She gave me the impression of great loneliness which only added to my own already melancholy state of mind. I hated to leave Constantinople without speaking to her, but sometimes destiny is kinder than we think, or maybe it is just that we cannot escape our destiny. Strangely enough, as the train pulled out of the station which carried me away from Constantinople I had a strong premonition that I might again see that beautiful and haunting face on some other shore.35

  


  Mercedes insisted on this version of her first encounter with Garbo, but, sadly, it cannot have been Garbo that Mercedes saw, or thought she saw. Neither she nor Stiller arrived in Constantinople until December 1924, during which time Mercedes was certainly in New York.


  Interestingly, the first draft of Mercedes’s memoirs tells the story rather differently, giving ample evidence of its subsequent embroidery:


  
    In this strange and amazing city I moved about, stirred by a thousand emotions but quite unconscious that at that moment, moving too perhaps in this stream of human life and living even in the same hotel at which I was then staying, was a person who would one day mean more to me than anyone in the whole world.


    And yet, looking back on those days and nights now, I seem to feel that I lived holding my breath, and as though straining to hear a voice or catch a glimpse of a face – both of which I had been waiting for all my life.


    When I left Constantinople I wept bitterly. I could not say why but it was as though I were being torn away from my own heart. Did my sub-conscious already then know that in leaving this city I was turning my back on my true Beloved, Fate intended still to hold away from me, but whom I was destined to meet on a far distant shore many thousand miles away from this Eastern land!36

  


  While Mercedes was busy fantasising in Constantinople, Eva was at her mother’s home in England worrying about how to sort out this complicated relationship. Mercedes came to London, but almost immediately Eva returned to New York, aboard the Mauretania. Mercedes did not follow until October, while Eva returned restlessly to her Liliom tour. She was destined to be out of New York until December.


  The long separation brought the usual agonies, reprimands and jealousies. Eva was wholly faithful to Mercedes, and was frequently wounded by her jibes that she might have found someone else. She was lonely and alone, which Mercedes was not. There was the occasional hope of an encounter between the distant lovers, but more often the fears and sickness of jealousy. Eva wrote that Billie McKeever, Mercedes’s former love, was causing her some pain, and any news of Alla Nazimova made her feel sick.


  The love affair continued into 1923 and, after their long months of separation, was especially passionate around the New Year. Towards the end of January, the tour of Liliom came to an end, and Eva returned to New York. She went straight to the Hotel Shelburne to join Mercedes.


  In the spring of 1923, the producer Sam Harris turned down Jehanne d’Arc, but asked Mercedes if she had something else he could do for Eva. She quickly put together Sandro Botticelli, a curiously ill-developed play. The plot was simple enough. In the first act Simonetta Vespucci, the inspiration for The Birth of Venus, agrees to pose for the artist. Then in the second act she does so. Eva was to pose nude before a somewhat bashful audience. This was achieved by the device of throwing off her cloak while hiding her nakedness behind flowing locks and a high-backed chair. Alexander Woolcott condemned the performance as a muddle, the stage over-crowded with actors ‘with somewhat the jostling effect of men colliding in a Pullman washroom’.37


  The photographer Arnold Genthe wrote that he thought the critics unfair: ‘To me Miss Le Gallienne’s portrayal of Simonetta seemed very convincing, poetical and intensely moving.’38 Years later Mercedes wrote that the play had been panned, and rightly. At the time, Eva concluded that it was an example of what she should not do.


  In the summer, Eva was in London with her mother, while Mercedes was at Trouville, until the two lovers escaped together to Brittany on a walking tour, dressed as gypsies. They settled in a fisherman’s home at Paimpol, were fed fresh fish by the fisherman’s widow, and became revitalised. In Paris they made a pilgrimage to the Hotel Regina, where their idol, Duse, lived. They both began to cry when they spotted her wrapped in a blanket on her balcony. At the end of the trip, Eva wrote that she loved Mercedes more than ever. In the autumn Eva was on tour once more with her much-acclaimed performance in Molnar’s The Swan. Eleonora Duse was on her final, ill-fated tour of the United States at the same time, and Mercedes and Eva met her at last.


  The love affair had another year to run, with all the normal crises of confidence in each other and in their work. There was a distinct deterioration of the relationship during the summer of 1924. Mercedes began to get suspicious and accused Eva of a variety of infidelities. She called her ‘a cold-hearted creature ruled by her head’.39 Eva wrote from Chicago that she needed some freedom, and Mercedes responded with further accusations. But this drama also passed. Eva began to rehearse Ibsen’s Rosmersholm, and Mercedes made friends with Pavlova and Karsavina and went around with them in New York. And so it continued, Eva touring and Mercedes pursuing her various affairs, amusements and enterprises.


  Eva began to make progress with the long-held plan to stage Jehanne d’Arc. She happened to lunch with the French consul, who mentioned that a French producer, Firmin Gémier, was in quest of plays to stage in Paris the following spring. Eva pursued this, and early in 1925 the two women, along with the set designer Norman Bel Geddes and Eva’s dog, sailed for Paris. The play was to be staged at the Odéon, which would fulfil Eva’s childhood dream of performing there. (When she was six she had passed the theatre regularly on her way to school.) But numerous complicated changes of plan transpired. One problem was that Paris proved too exciting for Bel Geddes. He went berserk, was forever returning home drunk and having his head bandaged from brawls or falling out of taxi cabs. ‘Our young American genius discovers sex, night life, vie de Bohème and Paris!’ wrote Mercedes.40


  The play was finally performed in June at the Théâtre de la Porte-Saint-Martin in June. Old Marshal Joffre attended the première. Jehanne d’Arc attracted much attention as the first American play to be performed in Paris in French. Eva’s portrayal of Joan was praised for her ‘fine perception and extraordinary talent’,41 and the sets were deemed ‘ingenious and of rare beauty’.42 Eva was frequently called back to the curtain for applause. Despite all this, the play never came to the United States.


  The three-and-a-half-year affair between Mercedes and Eva ended soon after this. It did so partly because Mercedes befriended a young playwright, Noël Coward, who was about to make his name in America. His team were travelling to the States to stage The Vortex, a provocative play about drugs. They went by the Majestic, and both Mercedes and Eva were on board. Coward noted the failure of their expedition: ‘I think they were sad about it, at any rate they alternated between intellectual gloom and feverish gaiety and wore black, indiscriminately.’43


  In Coward’s group was his designer, Gladys Calthrop. She and Eva formed a liaison, which caused something of a stir. ‘Dickie’ Fellowes-Gordon went to see Coward and asked where Gladys was. ‘It’s all very embarrassing,’ came the reply. ‘She’s gone off with Eva Le Gallienne.’44 Mercedes is less than informative in her memoirs. She writes: ‘About this time Eva and I for a variety of reasons were growing apart.’45


  Gladys Calthrop was a serious diversion, but there were other reasons for splitting. Eva was ambitious, and Mercedes had now involved her in two flops on the stage. The more lasting break came when Eva met Alice DeLamar,fn7 the heiress to a considerable mining fortune. Cryptically, almost bitterly, Mercedes noted in her memoirs that ‘a circumstance’ during the run of Jehanne d’Arc ‘opened the way for Eva to have her Civic Repertory Theatrefn8 and made this project financially possible for her’.46 This was the injection of funds from Alice, and also from the financier Otto Kahn. The DeLamar connection was strengthened later when Alice bought property in Weston, Connecticut, and Eva took a house there.fn9


  There was little communication between Eva and Mercedes after March 1926. They were due to meet in New York later that month, but Eva stayed on in Philadelphia, explaining that she preferred not to make Mercedes suffer. Thereafter Eva’s correspondence dwindled, and by October 1927, she did not even send her love when she wrote. Eva wiped Mercedes out of her life. While she normally kept letters and remained friends with old lovers, she destroyed those of Mercedes and eschewed her company. They did not meet again until the 1950s. In 1965 Eva published a tribute to Eleonora Dusefn10 in which she charted the course of her friendship with the diva without so much as a mention of Mercedes.


  Garbo and Mercedes: ‘I bought it for you in Berlin.’


  In the late summer of 1925, soon after returning from Europe on the Majestic with Eva and Noël Coward, Mercedes received a message from a photographer friend, Arnold Genthe, saying that he was making a portrait of the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and wanted Mercedes to meet her. But Mercedes was leaving to visit Eva’s father in Woodstock. On her return to New York, there was a package from Genthe, saying that he was sorry that Mercedes had not been able to meet his model, Greta Garbo, now on her way to Hollywood with Mauritz Stiller. Mercedes recalled: ‘I opened the package and took out a large photograph. There before me, in profile, was the beguiling face of the haunting person I had seen in Constantinople.’47


  Stiller and Garbo had been in Constantinople a few months earlier, hoping to make a film in Turkey, and Mercedes’s romantic version of events conflated that trip with her own, earlier one, with her husband. In any event, the Fates were drawing Mercedes toward the great obsessive love of her life.


  Garbo had been taken under the wing of Mauritz Stiller in 1923, when she was an eighteen-year-old drama student, awkward and unsure of herself. Stiller’s role in Garbo’s career was that of Svengali to her Trilby. A giant Russian Jew in a yellow fur coat, he had ground his way to the top, making over forty films in Sweden. Long determined to find the raw material from which to create a world star, he set about moulding Garbo’s appearance, her acting, and her character. He even chose the name Greta Garbo. For £160 she took a leading part in Gösta Berling’s Saga (based on the remarkable novel by Selma Lagerlöf, later a Nobel Prize winner). It was released in 1924. But the film that got the most notice was Die Freudlose Gasse (The Joyless Street), directed by G. W. Pabst.


  Garbo and Stiller had stopped off in Germany on their way back to Stockholm from Constantinople for the filming with Pabst, and it was in his picture, a sombre study of postwar society, that Garbo’s sensuality first came over on celluloid. In the meantime, Louis B. Mayer had seen Gösta Berling’s Saga and invited Stiller and Garbo to Hollywood. Thus in 1925 the pair set sail, expecting stardom and fame to be instant. Disappointment followed. Garbo’s rehearsed lines for the American press were greeted by one solitary reporter. They were abandoned in New York by MGM until the photo session with Genthe landed Garbo in the pages of Vanity Fair and Mayer’s attention was drawn to his neglected acquisition. She was summoned to Hollywood and afforded star treatment. Stiller didn’t fare as well. He was one of the European imports, like Salka Viertel’s husband, who didn’t make it in Hollywood. Stiller completed two films there, both for Pola Negri at Paramount. The other films he worked on were partially directed by others. He soon returned to Sweden, where he died in 1928.


  Garbo’s first American film was The Torrent (1926), a part she secured when another actress fell ill. Her reviews were far from the usual accorded to fledgling stars: ‘Miss Garbo is not beautiful, but she is a brilliant actress.’48 Her next film, The Temptress (1926) turned her into a valuable property. There then began the celebrated and romantic partnership between Garbo and John Gilbert, which extended from Flesh and the Devil (1927) until silent films became talkies. Gilbert’s squeaky, high-pitched voice belied his matinée idol good looks. He came to grief. Of the Gilbert-Garbo films all but The Divine Woman (1928) survive. They reveal Garbo expressing a seemingly effortless languor and making her co-actors appear wooden at her side. Their somewhat thin plots were not helped by the censor, who insisted that ‘syphilis’ should become ‘embezzlement’ in A Woman of Affairs (1929), the adaptation of Michael Arlen’s celebrated novel The Green Hat. Frequently, suggested screenplays left the temperamental star cold, causing her to dismiss one project with her famous line: ‘I t’ink I go home.’


  Even in those days Garbo eschewed the more tinselly aspects of film life. She seldom attended parties, while adhering to a strict dietary regime, invariably eating chopped beef with fried potatoes and an egg, followed by a piece of cake, and drinking fresh fruit juice. Her love of solitude encouraged her growing reputation as a mysterious lady. Tallulah Bankhead said her mystery was ‘as thick as a London fog’.49 At times throughout her life the fog lifted and she became unaccountably gay, the life and soul of the party before retreating once more.


  In Anna Christie (1930), Garbo’s rich, deep Scandinavian voice hypnotised audiences. While in real life she was big-boned with a heavy nose and a boyish stride, the camera converted her into a creature of elegance and beauty. She was not set in a previously tried mould. She was unique. The poet Iris Tree spoke of Garbo’s eyelids. She said that when Garbo closed her eyes, her eyelashes were so long that they got tangled up and there was a great fluttering like the noise of butterflies opening their wings before she could open them again.50 The voice completed the image. Some years later Kenneth Tynan wrote that ‘what, when drunk, one sees in other women, one sees in Garbo sober’.51 Tynan wrote too of her unchanging effect on screen: ‘She could still (and often did) fling her head flexibly back at right-angles to her spine, and she kissed as thirstily as ever, cupping her man’s head in both hands and seeming very nearly to drink from it.’52


  The critic Arthur Knight mused on Garbo’s appeal in a love scene:


  
    Came that superb moment common to all the Garbo films, when her reserve broke down, when all the arguments against love that her script-writers could dream up were flung aside, and with a sound that was half sob, half ecstasy, she ran to the arms of her lover. At such moments, every man in the audience felt that he alone was holding this exquisite woman, who, suddenly defenceless, revealed a depth of sexuality that would require a lifetime of delightful appeasement.53

  


  Garbo was filming Susan Lenox, Her Fall and Rise in 1931 when she met Mercedes de Acosta at Salka Viertel’s house. Mercedes had just arrived in Hollywood, or ‘Follywood’, as many people called it, to work on a screenplay for Pola Negri. She soon found that the town’s main problem was ‘stupidity, vulgarity, and bad taste’54 rather than the depravity that was its common reputation. Nevertheless, she was to stay there for many years. Although obliged to go to the studios from time to time, Mercedes eschewed ‘film people’ and naturally gravitated to the more sophisticated, European milieu of the Viertels’ circle. She was invited to their house on Maybery Road in Santa Monica for ‘tea’ one afternoon, and as they sat and talked the doorbell rang. Outside in the hall there was a low voice speaking German, which Mercedes recognised at once from Anna Christie. Garbo came into the room. ‘As we shook hands and she smiled at me I felt I had known her all my life; in fact, in many previous incarnations.’55


  
    As I had expected she was remarkably beautiful, far more so than she seemed in her films then. She was dressed in a white jumper and dark blue sailor pants. Her feet were bare and
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   Greta Garbo in Grand Hotel, 1932.
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   Cecil Beaton in his arcadian paradise, Ashcombe, with his sisters.
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   Mercedes de Acosta, dubbed 'Black and White' by Beaton and Garbo.
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   Loving Mercedes: Eva Le Gallienne – she starred in Mercedes's play.
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   Alla Nazimova, the Russian actress.
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   Ona Munson as Belle Watling in Gone with the Wind, with Clark Gable.
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   Garbo on her arrival in Sweden in 1932.
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   Marlene Dietrich in The Scarlet Empress, 1934. She swamped Mercedes with flowers.
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   Mercedes de Acosta photographed by Marlene Dietrich.
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   A composite photograph of Garbo and Dietrich, taken by Edward Steichen.
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   Garbo photographed by Beaton at the Plaza, 1946. Hardly a suitable passport photo.
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   Valentina in her New York apartment.
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   A photograph by Zerbe of Garbo attending Valentina's Russian Easter party, 1947.
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   Georges Schlee, Garbo's Kafkaesque guard, accompanying her on her travels, London 1947, and New York 1946.


  


  [image: Image Missing]


   Garbo in her garden, California, taken by Cecil, March 1948. It was the height of their affair.
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   Garbo and Schlee caught by paparazzi, Paris 1949.
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   Ram Gopal, the famous Hindu dancer, friend and confidant of Mercedes.
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   Poppy Kirk working in the Whitehall canteen during the war. Mercedes lived with her in the late 1940s.
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   Garbo signing to become an American citizen, 1951.
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   Reddish House, Broadchalke, Cecil's Wiltshire home from 1948 to 1980.
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   Garbo in the drawing room at Reddish House. Cecil hoped she would make it her sanctuary.
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   Garbo in the garden at Reddish with Clarissa Churchill in 1951. Cecil stole the snap from his bedroom window.
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   Cecil and Garbo at Lady Pamela Berry's 1951 Election party. Noël Coward is in the background.
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   Cecil and Garbo caught by a stray photographer, leaving 10 Downing Street after visiting the Edens, 1956.
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   Villa Le Roc, Cap d'Ail, the South of France home where Schlee and Garbo spent their summers in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
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   Garbo in festive mood in the South of France with Aristotle Onassis in the summer of 1956.
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   Garbo and Schlee on holiday in 1958.
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   Cruising with Cecile de Rothschild in Greece: Friedrich Ledebur, Cecil and Garbo.
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   Garbo striding out topless, caught by Cecil.
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   Cecil and Garbo on board.
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   The familiar late-life Garbo – in Paris with Cecile de Rothschild in 1979.
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   The photograph of Garbo that Cecil kept in his bedroom until the day he died.
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  Cecil Beaton’s complete bibliography can be found in my biography of him, pp. 590–1.


  Greta Garbo


  There are innumerable books about Greta Garbo, none of which is particularly satisfactory. Barry Paris’s new biography from Knopf (1995) is likely to supersede any so far written. Otherwise the fullest and most reliable is John Bainbridge’s Garbo (Frederick Muller, 1955), a copy of which the star is reputed to have thrown overboard on a trans-Atlantic crossing. I would also recommend Garbo – A Portrait by Alexander Walker (Weidenfeld, 1980).


  For illustrated volumes, the best is Greta Garbo Portraits 1920–1951 (Rizzoli, New York, 1986), followed by Terence Pepper’s The Man who Shot Garbo – Clarence Sinclair Bull (National Portrait Gallery, 1989). The films are well covered in The Films of Greta Garbo by Michael Conway (with a good introductory essay by Parker Tyler), published by the Citadel Press, New York, 1963). I would single out, too, Françoise Ducourt’s Greta Garbo – La Somnambule (Stock, Paris, 1991), Patrick Brion’s Greta Garbo (Le Chêne, Paris, 1985) and The Divine Garbo by Frederick Sands and Sven Broman (Sidgwick & Jackson, 1979). Antoni Gronowicz’s Garbo – Her Story (Simon & Schuster, 1990) is now wholly discredited as a figment of his imagination.


  Karen Swenson of Los Angeles is preparing a biography of Garbo. The Kindness of Strangers by Salka Viertel (Holt, Rhinehart & Winston, New York, 1969) is also recommended.


  Mercedes de Acosta


  Mercedes de Acosta’s memoirs, Here Lies the Heart, were published by André Deutsch in 1960. They were reprinted in 1975 by a feminist press in New York, and are hard, though not impossible, to find. A full biography is currently being prepared by Liza Stelle of New York.


  Mercedes also makes appearances in various books about Marlene Dietrich. The best Dietrich books are Marlene Dietrich by Maria Riva (Bloomsbury, 1992), Marlene Dietrich by Steven Bach (Harper Collins, 1992), Dietrich by Donald Spoto (Bantam, 1992), Marlene, the Life of Marlene Dietrich by Charles Higham (W.W. Norton, New York, 1977) and Marlene Dietrich – Un amour par téléphone by Alain Bosquet (La Différence, Paris, 1992). There is also the study by Gaylyn Studlar, In the Realm of Pleasure, subtitled Von Sternberg, Dietrich and the Masochistic Aesthetic (University of Illinois Press, 1988).


  Mercedes also appears in the only biography yet published on Eva Le Gallienne, Shattered Applause by Robert A. Schanke (Southern Illinois University Press, 1992).
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