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10.

The Public Image

Part One: The Star

It starts one night in 1966, with a dream of clean floors and greasy fingers. The scenes play out in her mind’s eye: a film star pacing back and forth over the gleaming parquet of her apartment; a man who eats ravenously at a table by her side, smearing bacon fat over her latest script; a baby sound asleep on a plump pillow, tucked in with white sheets. As she sleeps, more images pour in. They emerge like covertly taken photographs being developed in a darkroom: a woman kneeling half-naked on an artfully dishevelled bed; a dead body, lying crooked in the catacombs of a church; a raucous house party, which swells in size by the second; a fire-eyed seductress on a film set; a mother, holding her infant son before her like a shield.

Spark wakes up in New York, knowing the dream must be captured before it vanishes altogether. The scenes, she somehow understands, are set in Rome. The following summer, she will make the city her home, swapping her Beaux-Arts studio for an apartment a short walk from the Tiber. At her desk, her face flushed red from the August heat, she will spend three weeks narrating all she has imagined. Her words will fill five notebooks, the cover of each bearing the name of her new novel: The Public Image.

In Rome, her own public image will change. Her appearance will become grander and yet more glamorous. She will entertain a coterie of glittering guests, immersing herself in a world not unlike the one that had flashed behind her eyes that night across the Atlantic. ‘I dreamt everything from start to finish,’ she will tell the host of a television talk show thirty years later. ‘The book was so easy to write,’ she will say, a note of disappointment detectable in her voice. ‘I wish it would happen again.’

*  *  *

Rome was new and very old.

What she loved most about the city, Spark later remarked, was the ‘immediate touch of antiquity on everyday life’. While crossing the Piazza Navona with bags full of shopping, for instance, she would pass Bernini’s monument to Papal power, the Fountain of the Four Rivers, its enormous Agonal obelisk towering above four travertine river gods. Stopping by the Piazza Farnese, she watched as children took special care not to send their football careening into the giant granite basins that house each of the square’s fountains. While walking the length of Via dei Coronari, an ancient street lined with antique shops, she paused to admire tortoiseshell snuff boxes and items of Baroque furniture. The day’s washing, she observed on the way back to her apartment in the Piazza di Tor Sanguigna, dried out on lines that stretched between buildings constructed five centuries prior. In Rome, Spark noted, it was ‘practically impossible’ to avoid finding oneself ‘encamped in history and often overwhelmed by beauty; a statue, a fresco, the perspective of a scene through an archway’.

For her first few weeks in the Eternal City, however, Spark’s mind was occupied by a decidedly more modern phenomenon. Getting up early each morning, she would head to the nearest newsstand, in search of celebrity gossip. The magazines she liked best were vibrantly coloured, with sheeny pages and titles that promised to peek in on a grubby little secret: Inside Story, Confidential, Whisper. Their pages told lurid tales of sex scandals, celebrity feuds and movie-star meltdowns. She even had a pet name for them: they were her beloved ‘glossies’. She would purchase one or two of her favourites, along with a copy of the Rome Daily American or the film magazine, Picturegoer, and make her way back to her desk.

For Spark, the publications weren’t intended for recreation, but rather inspiration. In Rome, she quickly became fascinated by the media’s cultivation, and inevitable destruction, of a pristine public persona. The subject was an extension of a theme familiar to her work – just think of Jean Brodie, a compelling performance artist whose seductive persona unravels at the hands of the disillusioned Sandy Stranger. With the magazines laid out before her, Spark gorged on examples of the star-making machine beginning to malfunction: a whiff of scandal, an unflattering photograph, a film nobody saw. The effect was intoxicating. Under the influence of ‘the glossies’, she said, her daily life had taken on ‘very dramatic qualities’, having become suffused with ‘all sorts of emotions – jealousy, anger, everything – in a really Renaissance, full-blooded way’.

She had certainly come to the right place. Since the decade prior, when the street of Via Veneto became a half-mile hotspot of debauchery for the city’s elite, Rome remained abuzz with scandalmongers and street photographers. In this febrile atmosphere, it didn’t take much to whip up a frenzy. In November 1958, an aspiring Swedish actor named Anita Ekberg attended a party full of aristocrats and film stars at Rugantino, a restaurant in the Trastevere neighbourhood. There, she kicked off her shoes and danced to the sounds of the resident jazz band. Before long, a Turkish belly dancer named Aïché Nana joined her on the dancefloor. Egged on by Ekberg and the other revellers, Nana performed a striptease. A photograph shows her dangling a black stocking before a crowd of men, their mouths agape and their cigarettes twitching upwards. Suddenly, Rugantino was raided by policemen, and the restaurant was closed down for offending public morality. A national scandal ensued; ‘The Sins of Trastevere’ and ‘This Is How the Upper Crust Undress’, read some of the many headlines.

Two years later, Federico Fellini recreated the scene in La dolce vita, when Nadia Gray’s striptease precipitates the film’s notorious orgy sequence. That wasn’t all he drew upon. One night, a few months prior to the Rugantino incident, Ekberg – never a great fan of footwear – had injured herself while dancing barefoot at a nightclub. Acting quickly, she climbed into the Trevi fountain, where she hitched up her white dress and began to bathe her bleeding foot. In the photographs splashed across the front pages of national newspapers, Ekberg looks gleefully uninhibited. The white fabric of her dress, bunched into a sculptural ruffle in her hands, resembles the travertine marble of the surrounding statues of Oceanus, Abundance and Salubrity. Whether she realised it or not, Ekberg’s image was beginning to ossify. Fellini would cast her in La dolce vita as the glamorous Sylvia Rank. Just as he recreated Nana’s striptease, the director had Ekberg climb back into the Trevi for the film’s most famous scene. This time, she would be positioned in profile, her eyes closed and her head tilted back in distant reverie. After the film became an international sensation, opportunities for Ekberg dried up; she was asked to play versions of the blonde seductress time and again. Whoever she wished to be, the world only saw her in the Trevi, taking her place among the statues.

 

All of this found its way into the novel Spark had first dreamt about in New York. Like Ekberg, The Public Image’s Annabel Christopher knows what it is to remain caught in a perpetual pose. The film star is better known to her fans as ‘the English Tiger-Lady’. To them, she masquerades on screen and in public as a model of immaculate poise and decorum, yet exists in private as an insatiable man-eater, barely able to conceal her desires. Both extremes are, of course, pure fiction. In reality, Annabel is a shrewd myth-maker. Working alongside a savvy press secretary, she has developed her ‘Tiger-Lady’ persona from a role she played in an otherwise unremarkable film, written by her screenwriter husband, Frederick. Even her trademark feature, eyes that smoulder on the big screen, are a feat of intricate post-production ‘colour methods’, which have transformed her ordinarily ‘sickly’ expression into something ‘fiery’ and ‘marvellous’. It seemed like a smart move at the time, but the ‘mould of her public figuration’ has since begun to feel suffocating. Annabel, like Ekberg, ‘intended to play other parts than that of the suppressed tiger’, but her audience only wants more of the same.

When we first meet Annabel, she has taken it upon herself to procure a new home in which to live with Frederick and her newborn son, Carl. Set back from ‘the roisterous traffic of Rome’, the unfurnished, sun-dappled apartment functions in Annabel’s consciousness as a tabula rasa – a gleaming blank slate, removed from the prying eyes and whirring lenses of the public and paparazzi, where she might at last cease to play a part. Not everyone agrees, though. ‘Is this all in aid of your public image?’ snipes Frederick’s friend, Billy (the oleaginous, script-fingering creep from Spark’s dream), while eyeing the large drawing room. Whereas Annabel perceives herself to be walking freely across the sunlit parquet into a long-desired private life, to others she is still treading the boards.
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