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Author’s
Introductory Note

The Great British Actors: An Endangered
Species

If great actors can be defined by
anything, it is by their lack of definition. John Keats potently
described the poet: “As to the poetic character itself, it is not
itself: it has no self – it is everything and nothing.” Nothing
could be truer of the four great twentieth-century actors I wrote
about between 1979 and 2003: Peggy Ashcroft, Ralph Richardson, Paul
Scofield and Alec Guinness. The mystery of their lives and their
extraordinary personalities is still so great and so elusive that
examination of their skills, backgrounds, and personalities remains
as fresh and stimulating an exercise as when they were at the peak
of practising their art. There is also for the first time, through
the internet and DVD reissues, the resource of seeing just how good
they all were.

As they have so much in common, and may now be
considered as a distinct quartet, I have decided to republish these
biographies of their lives and careers as ebooks in 2013.

Ashcroft, Richardson, Scofield and Guinness were
primarily stage actors, although all four gave Oscar or
award-winning film performances. As Peter Shaffer aptly pointed
out, “Great actors are now a species infinitely more endangered
than white rhinos and far more important to the health and
happiness of the human race. I am referring to ‘live’ actors of
course – not their manufactured images on screens large and small.
In our age where most performers have been reduced to forms of
puppetry – neutered by naturalism, made into miniaturists by
television, robbed of their voices by film editors – the authentic
great actor has virtually disappeared from the earth…. The stage
and only the stage can offer proof of whether a man or woman can
act greatly.” Here, then, the testimony of the lives of these four
actors should be considered as a passionate plea for this
endangered species.

All four created immense difficulty for those who
wanted to write about them, especially about their personal lives,
and how it related to their art. Their privacy without exception
was a closely and jealously guarded secret. As such they were very
far removed from the celebrity circuit of stage and screen of our
present era. They showed little concern with self-image, and,
without exception, none of them appeared in advertisements,
although often offered considerable sums of money. They possessed a
very specific and inviolate integrity, which conferred on each a
universal and lasting virtue.

As such, these four actors can be enjoyed again in
these new editions, not only by those who originally saw them on
the stage and screen, but a whole new ebook generation. This
generation may only have a hazy idea of who they were, but can now
relish an intimate and startling encounter with four of the great
British actors of the twentieth century.

 


The Great British Actors Series

Peggy Ashcroft: A Life

Ralph Richardson: A Life

Paul Scofield: A Life

Alec Guinness: A Life

 


—Garry O’Connor, February
2013

 



 


Prologue

Truth is not privileged to be used all
the time

In the first lines of his autobiography,
Blessings in Disguise, published in 1985, Alec Guinness
describes his own birth as an actor as that of a raw and youthful
Ego, entering, pursued by fiends, the public stage from the wings.
When Guinness discussed with Graham Greene the writing of this
book, ‘I’ll give you one tip,’ Greene told him. ‘Sit down to write
in the morning. It doesn’t matter how long you write and when you
stop. But before you stop you must have the next sentence in mind.’
Alec had to sigh: the advice came too late, the book was written.
‘If only he’d said that eighteen months ago.’

Alec claimed that, being an amateur, he worked
swiftly for three or four days on Blessings in Disguise,
then became stuck and abandoned it. This was a little motif he
whistled aloud many times and could orchestrate into ‘brief suave
chapters…finding a sentence, oh heavens, there’s a paragraph, and
then I would stop for three months…I was terribly nervous,
etc.….’

Or, ‘I found it a pretty frightening experience
because I didn’t realize what extraordinary recall I had…I’d set
off on a chapter about something thinking I’d known the basic
things I wanted to say and suddenly yards of dialogue which I know
is pretty well authentic or little incidents came whizzing back
from the past, from thirty, forty, fifty years ago and that I found
alarming.’ He had his diaries upon which he could draw. There were
articles he had written, interviews he had given, reviews and
letters he had kept. He could fictionalize delicately, or
uproariously, within the realm, or limits, of the known.

The genesis of the book was characteristic. He had
had plenty of experience as a writer: he had adapted Dickens and
Dostoevsky for the stage; his script for The Horse’s Mouth
had been nominated for an Oscar. Yahoo had been his own
acerbic and lurid assemblage of Jonathan Swift’s life. He had
written up his wartime landing on Sicily in 1943 several times;
likewise his first theatrical encounters with John Gielgud in the
1930s, even his failure as Hamlet in 1951, had long before, in the
many forms listed at the back of this book, found their way into
the public domain. The daily practice of writing to his friends and
correspondents had aided him to become a competent prose stylist.
He would, as his confessor Father Caraman noted to me, receive and
answer up to thirty letters a day.

He had over the years resisted the advances of
publishers, taking cover under the shelter of his friend Hamish
Hamilton, by asking him, ‘Could I say I’ve promised a book to you?’
This after some time, turned into Hamilton saying to him, ‘Look,
we’ve protected you from others, so where’s the book?’ A
brown-paper parcel, containing the bulk of the manuscript, was
handed over some years later to Hamilton’s successor Christopher
Sinclair-Stevenson.

Anyone looking at Alec’s record of writing, even
setting aside the public heroes and geniuses he played, would at
once remark that here was a born biographer. Given his desire for
mystery and anonymity, the problem would be how to make his gift
for observation, as extended to others, become more than anecdotal
biography. But actual autobiography? He must often have pondered
this as he looked through his scrapbooks and his diaries.

He had taken pride in having once started an
autobiography and then abandoned it, using a quotation from W.
Watson, the post-Tennysonian derivative poet, as authority: ‘I have
not paid the world the evil and the insolent courtesy of offering
it my baseness as a gift.’ (‘Gift’ and ‘blessings’ – the word of
Alec’s title – are synonyms.) The interviewer (Bel Mooney) on the
occasion he discussed writing his book, sensibly pointed out that
‘to abandon your autobiography is the final proof of privacy, that
the actor’s “real” self is nobody’s business but his own’. Alec did
not give that final proof of privacy. He never abandoned his
autobiography. Quite the reverse.

His solution was judicious and in keeping with his
character. He wouldn’t write up his own career and, if he mentioned
it at all, this would be by way of passing, the impressionist
backcloth, so to speak. Against this backcloth he would parade his
friends. They would be given their entrances and exits, the number
of words allowed to each would convey the pecking order. And then
they would be carefully and compositionally placed as in a Franz
Hals multiple portrait: each in turn would do his or her act. Due
attention would be given to their star status and gifts. Their
‘act’ would be Alec filling them with life, impersonating them with
a life of his own.

We come back to Graham Greene. Your bank balance as
a writer, Greene once said, was your childhood. You go on drawing
carefully on it all your life. Or you spend it all at once. Alec
dipped into his just enough to intrigue us with it. The glorious
events in Alec’s childhood were his visits to the Variety and Music
Hall stages. He would build up his book like a wonderful, suave and
magical Variety show and mystery tour, with incursions into the
world of pantomime, which he didn’t like (his pantomime family,
that is), with himself as Master of Ceremonies. Here was the
perfect disguise in autobiography.

The first turn would be Alec’s. He would come on to
the stage, a few pages of childhood, a few juggling acts, a little
tap dance (a ‘Totentanz’?) of early misery, and then the master
magician would withdraw. Inscrutably present, he would still remain
in full view of the audience. He would sit down onstage in a
comfortable ducal chair – or the eighteenth-century ‘gout’ chair he
kept in his London flat – and introduce the rest of the acts with
comments in his own special brand of humour, ‘a curious mixture of
the fey, the sly and the marginally macabre’, always clear that he
was more after ‘the secret grin than an open laugh’.

Mother, Agnes de Cuffe, would occasionally erupt
onto the scene, the evil godmother or wicked fairy of his life,
while there would be no end of eccentrics and curiosities, of good
fairies and influences, beginning with Nellie Wallace and her
parrot-like movements of the head; exotic Argentinian-born Martita
Hunt, the Miss Havisham of his story; Sybil Thorndike, and on and
on.

This was an ideal method for Alec: he was the
perfect impersonator – you only had to hear him mimic Gielgud or
Laurence Olivier to know that he could not only catch perfectly
their accents and intonations, he also understood exactly the right
words to put into their mouths, the words that they would actually
say; it would be as if he knew them better than they knew
themselves. Although Alec called it memory, it would be much more.
His mimetic desire and genius was such that he could become
them.

His method of presenting his turns, as well as those
who had influenced him, as items on a Variety bill, also carried
respectability. It had a snobbish or fashionable appeal, just as
the royal family in the old days mixed with the stars of Variety,
and T. S. Eliot wrote of the virtues of old Music Hall performers
such as Marie Lloyd. Like stories of the royals, it would appeal to
every class of reader. Above all, the method was authentic and
truly autobiographical because it enacted what had moved and
involved him as a child, providing his escape and the route to his
future. With a nugget of realistic narrative at the centre of the
book – the vivid account of his life at sea during the war – he
could thereafter return to his biographical sketches of friends and
peers, bringing them alive through their ‘own’ words and
actions.

Then a final, sudden, few dark pages on the mystery
of his birth: after the merriment of the stars letting down their
hair, with glimpses into their secret selves, with a little gentle
pricking of their foibles and other quiet but firm debunking – all
of them brilliantly impersonated by Alec – the air grows chill.

‘I am sorry, madam, for the news I bring.’

The finish is perfect. Here am I, at heart a lonely
illegitimate child, with no father that can be traced, or if a
father then one who just on one single occasion confessed the sin
of my birth to his legitimate daughter. But what I am most proud of
is that I never lost a friend. And so the entertainment would be
perfectly rounded off, as Shakespeare rounded off Love’s
Labour’s Lost:

 


The words of Mercury are
harsh after the songs of Apollo.

You that way, we this
way.

 


We all leave the theatre.

But where did this leave the actor Alec Guinness?
One thing Blessings in Disguise did not demonstrate is
Rosaline’s statement from that same early and mischievous comedy,
which was perhaps more autobiographical than some of his other
plays:

 


A jest’s prosperity lies in
the ear

Of him that hears it, never
in the tongue

Of him that makes it.

*

Comedians (and by extension character
actors) are more often than not dark and unsatisfied people.
Blessings in Disguise and its sequels, My Name Escapes
Me (1996) and A Positively Last Appearance (1999) were a
treat for their readers: polished, accomplished, sly, amusing,
witty, but did they, could they, really satisfy as a frank and
honest confession of what, or who, Guinness was? Yes and no. They
revealed that he was always revealing himself, a little bit at a
time and as a tease, otherwise he would never have been what he
was. ‘There are lots of things I don’t wish to admit, but come
through willy-nilly…’ and, ‘In my views of most things I’m swayed
like a very busy weather-cock.’ And so on. So, in fact, his flaws
and vanities are purged in the main portraits he paints of others,
but again they are disguised. As Stanley Cavell the Harvard
philosopher writes in Disowning Knowledge,

 


A first-person account is, after all, a
confession; and the one who has something to confess has something
to conceal. And the one who has the word ‘I’ at his or her disposal
has the quickest device for concealing himself.

 


As in his acting, Guinness revealed
himself indirectly in his writing. What was significant was how the
texture of his writing became imbued with his acting talent and
skill. The first book (but not the later two quite to the same
extent) had the quality of what Irene Worth pointed out about his
acting, quoting Edith Wharton, that of working like the Gobelin
weavers, ‘on the wrong side of the tapestry’.

 


If now and then he comes round to the
right side and catches what seems a happy glow of colour or a firm
sweep of design, he must instantly retreat again.

 


One good example of indirect
explicitness is the way Alec writes up Ernest Milton, whom he had
invited round to give a piece of his Lear in front of the young
Richard Burton in 1946 when Milton was appearing in Alec’s
adaptation of The Brothers Karamazov. ‘He could scarcely
take his eyes from the beauty of Burton’s head,’ he says. Milton
performed miserably, telephoning Alec the next day to say he was
sorry: ‘I was distracted by such beauty. Ah, the breasts
(pronounced “braasts”) and the eyes of the young men are
damning.’ Alec continued, suavely, covering Milton’s – and
indirectly, I suspect, his own – infatuation with Burton’s beauty.
‘Not long after this his wife, Naomi Royde Smith, died….’

He next celebrates Milton’s great love for his wife
Naomi in affectionate prose. Yet Milton confides to Alec that the
only woman who ever roused him sexually was Lilian Baylis (yet she
was, as most people described her, an ‘old battleaxe’). It’s all
quicksilver, a touch of homosexual titillation, a slanting
reference to arousal, a sudden, dark contrast of the death of a
spouse. So Alec writes on of his mother, his search for his father,
the birds-and-the-bees talks in his early school dormitories, at
all times swiftly moving on to the next subject, not lingering over
anything, the most skilled of raconteurs.

In this book and the sequels – and in his acting –
Alec Guinness, the great magician, entertained vastly while he
concealed. It is the very essence of the actor’s art. But in his
writing the sleight of hand becomes more plainly evident as he
simultaneously beclouds and illuminates his world. Readers such as
myself who have enjoyed his three autobiographies and the dozens,
nay hundreds, of articles written about him, can be counted in
millions. He had, deservedly, become a British institution; as one
obituarist wrote after his death in 2000, ‘the best known and loved
English actor of the twentieth century’. But the books go little
way to explaining what made Guinness tick, and what made him great.
In them we see only the disguises he wanted us to see, the one or
many he miraculously maintained, virtually from boyhood. They show
nothing of how this great actor, this great illusionist, developed
these magical skills to hide himself from his own history, from his
very inner life, and that a by-product of his Herculean effort of
self-deception was one of the theatre’s and the cinema’s most
entertaining artists.

Even his name was a sham. His parents a
mystery….

 



 


PART ONE:
INCUBATION

 


Conversation enriches the
understanding, but solitude is the school of genius; and the
uniformity of a work denotes the hand of a single artist.

—Edward Gibbon

 


As a boy, even as a child, I was thrown
much upon myself. I have explained, when speaking of my school
days, how it came to pass that other boys would not play with me. I
was therefore alone, and had to form my plays within myself. Play
of some kind was necessary to me then, as it has always been. Study
was not my bent, and I could not please myself by being all idle.
Thus it came to pass I was always going about with some castle in
the air firmly built within my mind.

—Anthony Trollope

 



 


1 The Ambush of Younger Days
and Some Preliminary
Confessions

 


A book is really talk, glorified talk,
and you must read it with the knowledge that the writer is talking
to you.

—E. M. Forster

 


I first met Alec Guinness in the spring
of 1989. We were at the publisher’s party given for the tribute
edited by playwright Ronald Harwood for the actor’s seventy-fifth
birthday.

The book was a handsome volume, produced in an age
before the dumbing down of culture, so continually disparaged by
Alec, when publishers took pride not only in their surroundings, in
this case Hodder and Stoughton’s twin eighteenth-century houses in
Bedford Square, but also in the quality as well as the
marketability of their books. I had much valued my visits to
Bedford Square, mainly because the writer still had a freedom to
pop his head unexpectedly round the door of most of those connected
with the production of his book, he could circulate his ideas
horizontally, he could explore the archives and even be offered
coffee by editorial staff who had nothing to do with his own book.
For ten years I had enjoyed the buildings, the elegant staircases
and grand candelabra, and I am sure their books gained something
from the proportions of their surroundings, as did the workers
where, separated from one another, they could gather together their
best thoughts in the quiet, secluded offices of a publishing house.
I liked the two front doors, one locked so that if you were
visiting someone at the top of the second staircase you had to
mount the first, descend by another staircase, then mount again.
Many encounters could happen on the way.

Alec, surprisingly, attended this party given for
his book in these handsome buildings – while having grumbled at and
opposed some stages of its production, sometimes with good,
sometimes with ill-concealed bad, humour.

We chatted briefly when we were introduced. I must
have made some kind of impression on him, apart from the essay I
contributed on his films to the symposium, because when about a
year later I wrote and asked him for an interview he readily
agreed. I must hasten to add that this was no longer in connection
with writing his biography or a book about his acting, which I had
begun to contemplate in the previous year.

This false start had led me to drive four and a half
hours through rain and flying wet mud on 18 January 1988 to
Dulverton, a North Devon village, in order to meet Alec Guinness’s
confessor, who introduced him into the Roman Catholic Church.
Father Philip Caraman’s house was a tiny cottage on the main road
in front of the Catholic Church. It had by way of identification a
pencilled sign – ‘Bridge House’.

The Jesuit priest was a thin spare man with glasses
and wiry white hair who wore a fisherman’s jersey. He reminded me
of Samuel Beckett with whom I had spent time years before in Paris.
But while Beckett was gentle, affable, here there was something
distant, even defensive, with no expression of sympathy or concern.
He grumbled, ‘Shouldn’t have taken you so long to get here….’

I found myself tongue-tied. Confessor to Graham
Greene, Evelyn Waugh and other high-octane Roman Catholics, many of
them converts, Caraman had attended the Stonyhurst Jesuit college,
aptly named perhaps and – although a public school – the Sandhurst
or West Point of orthodox Catholic teaching. A contemporary was
Peter Glenville, Alec’s lifelong friend and one of a list of likely
lovers who while openly having a male partner or partners sponsored
Alec as godfather for his conversion into the Catholic faith. When
Glenville died from a heart attack in 1991, Alec contacted Caraman
(in My Name Escapes Me he mistakenly said that Caraman lived
in Dorset not Devon), to say a memorial mass at the Brompton
Oratory.

Guinness called Caraman ‘a loving friend of mine’.
He was seventy-eight years old, though looked barely older than
sixty-five. I shuddered in his unfriendly presence, consoling
myself that Peter Hebblethwaite, biographer of popes, had once
described him to me as ‘completely mad’.

My intention had been to enlist Father Caraman’s
help. Over the next hour or so I tried my hardest to engage him in
providing some spiritual background to writing a life of Guinness.
Over a frugal meal of barely defrosted cold chicken and eight tiny
boiled potatoes liberally covered in chives, I asked him about the
life of St Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, which he
was writing. When questioned about Graham Greene – a figure in my
mind close to Alec – he said, ‘Greene reveals all his spiritual
life in every book, but he is the electric hare – always ahead of
everyone else.’

Among the pieces of chicken stood out a stubbily
shaped, smoked German salami sausage which, when its thick skin was
pierced tasted delicious – the one indulgence of the meal, perhaps.
The hospitality, for which I was grateful, was otherwise minimal: a
thimbleful of sherry before lunch, a small quantity of lager from a
shared can during it.

But the going got pretty sticky. Caraman mentioned
there was a Father Bartlett in Oxford who knew Guinness; that he
thought the most significant play in Guinness’s life (and indicator
of his spiritual torment and subsequent conversion) was Bridget
Boland’s The Prisoner. As for my request for an introduction
to Guinness he was unhelpful. ‘I can’t help you in what you ask
for. I’m very sorry you have come such a long way for nothing. But
there it is.’

When I returned during coffee to this topic he again
said he would grant no introduction, and that it would not serve my
purpose. I should write a letter and introduce myself, he said, and
enclose a stamped addressed envelope. He said he thought Guinness
would see me. Throughout my visit I kept asking myself, ‘How is it
that Waugh, Greene, Alec Guinness had made him their father
confessor, or asked him for spiritual services?’ Could it be
because he was as wily and as uncompromisingly tough as they were
themselves? Or was it his literary credentials (he spoke fluent
Latin and had translated Father John Gerard’s autobiography, the
account of the Jesuit’s escape from persecution)? Did he, because
of his European aura, appeal to their sense of alienation and
exile? By a little stretch one could imagine him as a priest in
charge of the Inquisition.

He told me Guinness received thirty letters a day.
All of which, promptly rising at dawn, he answered personally. But
he was wrong about the response. Guinness replied by return that he
wouldn’t see me – even the stamped addressed envelope did not
help.

Father Caraman wasn’t a man I warmed to. ‘Is there
any other matter I can help you with?’ the priest asked me before I
hurriedly left, perhaps with an ominous reference to my confused
state of mind. This had mainly been caused by his poor reception of
me. I did wonder about his ability to reconcile the dogmatic
demands of the Church with the uncontrollable urges of the flesh in
his elite circle of sinners. But I never asked.

I had then given up the Guinness idea, because
Hodders, on the strength of two synopses I had shown them, one for
a life of Shakespeare, the other for a novel about John Donne, had
commissioned both works, which would take up the next three years.
My first and as I thought novel and original approach to writing a
life of the shadowy and elusive Shakespeare, about whom little is
known and even less can be verified, was to interview those whose
lives had been intimately connected with him through their work.
High if not first on my list was Guinness, whose own intellectual
grasp as well as literary originality had been displayed four years
earlier in Blessings in Disguise. I expected him to have
plenty to say about Shakespeare that would be both challenging and
memorable. I had written to him reminding him we had met at the
Hodder party, and gently asked for an interview on this
subject.

After the ritual self-demolition, saying he knew
little about Shakespeare and had acted even less in his plays (a
claim I was able to discount immediately to my own satisfaction,
although I did not point it out to him), he said he would meet me.
He invited me to lunch at his favourite restaurant, the Greek White
Tower in Soho.

True to what I had hoped or expected, Alec talked
extremely well about Shakespeare, so that I was able to use the
interview or parts of it in a preamble to my biography. Whether or
not he had prepared what he was going to say I do not know,
although I suspected he must have done, but looking back on the
interview I realize that while he talked about Shakespeare it was,
in a way similar to most of those I talked to, also as if he was
looking at himself in a mirror, and revealing much about himself in
an unguarded, even vulnerable way.

The first revelation he made to me about Shakespeare
was that he had seen or found a new portrait, which after some
detective work I tracked down to being in the possession of Michael
Holroyd’s literary agent, Hilary Rubinstein. I remain convinced, as
was Alec, that this is an authentic portrait of Shakespeare in old
age – although by no means a flattering image of the exhausted
pen-pusher, actor and theatre manager, whether it was a true
likeness copied from life could not subsequently be proved one way
or the other. The Chandos portrait, which is Number 1 in the
National Portrait Gallery collection, has no stronger claim to be
authentic or a true likeness. The cases for and against this new
portrait are outlined fully in my life of Shakespeare.

But Guinness, who as a collector of paintings and
drawings showed all his life an unusual sensitivity to painting and
art history, was convinced that he had seen the real, the true
Shakespeare in this painting. It was, he told me, ‘a lived-in face,
a genial face – a tired, sweet face, not at all like that austere
thing in Leicester Square.’ I could not be other than impressed by
the force of his insight and the reasons he gave.

I don’t remember how the talk then progressed, but
we moved on to Daphne du Maurier’s account of Francis Bacon’s
brother Anthony in Golden Boys, who was a homosexual
arrested and almost executed for what was then considered a capital
offence: ‘accused of buggery with a pageboy,’ said Alec. It is only
now that I can relate the description of Shakespeare’s face, a
reductive grey-haired old man’s image, to the seventy-five-year-old
actor chain-smoking Silk Cuts before me – and to the bisexuality
which, as our lunch went on, seemed to figure more and more in his
conversation.

For after the discussion of Anthony Bacon, Alec told
me that because of no radio and television, ‘Everyone took in each
other, and probably Shakespeare told tales of others like the way
Terry Rattigan used to tell tales of Somerset Maugham.’ Later in
the lunch Alec said, that while Shakespeare ‘kept a very clever
balance, for professional and political reasons – about his
religious beliefs for instance – I wonder whether he was not a
Somerset Maugham – time-serving’. I knew little about Maugham’s
personal life except what I learned from the extended fictional
autobiography of Kenneth Toomey, the homosexual narrator of Anthony
Burgess’s Earthly Powers, closely based on Maugham, who had
been married and was bisexual.

The most unusual part of our talk about Shakespeare,
apart from detailed thoughts Alec had about Hamlet (which belong
later where I discuss the two Hamlets he acted), was his
description to me of how the nineteenth-century writer Samuel
Butler was obsessed with the Sonnets. Butler, according to Alec,
had each one pasted on a separate piece of paper, then laid out on
a large or billiard table, because he was never satisfied with the
order in which they were printed in the first Folio edition.

‘He shuffled them,’ Alec told me, and this went on
for years until he had a notation – and final notation. ‘He found
he had exactly the same sequence as was in the first edition,
except for four.’ Alec added that he found a copy of Butler’s
re-ordered sonnets in a bookshop signed by Butler himself and he
gave it to Joan Plowright – ‘I don’t think she was very interested
in Shakespeare,’ he said to me in a kind of mock aside.

I did not ask myself at the time what all that was
about, but thought later that I should have done. Here again I
could see, looking back, there could have been a hidden or
disguised homosexual agenda in what Alec was telling me. Most
likely he was unconscious of it himself. Towards the end of his
life he did say, I read later, that he had a lifelong fondness and
admiration for Samuel Butler – beginning when he was aged twenty –
for who could not love and respect a man who wrote, ‘The Three Most
Important Things a man has are briefly, his private parts, his
money, and his religious opinions’? The times he’d quoted it
suggested it had become his motto as well. The question I found
myself asking, was ‘Yes, but in what directions did these important
things point?’

Butler, I found out later, felt the Sonnets lifted
the veil that cloaked Shakespeare the dramatist, and in them ‘we
look upon him face to face.’

In other words, Shakespeare’s sonnets were love
letters that tell a very squalid tale of youthful indiscretion,
when the playwright fell for a navy steward called Willie Hughes or
Hewes and was lured into a rendezvous with the sailor lad,
whereupon both indulged their mutual homosexual inclinations.
Willie Hughes later hurtfully reflected, ‘The love of the English
poet for the Mr W. H. was, though only for a short time, more Greek
than English.’ Shakespeare himself was caught in the act, beaten
and lamed. ‘Speak of my lameness and I straight will halt.’ (Sonnet
34.) He was forced to flee leaving his cloak behind: ‘And make me
travel forth without my cloak.’

To speak of Shakespeare’s single transgression is at
once to be put in mind of the now well-aired incident, first
reported in Sheridan Morley’s authorized life of John Gielgud, of
Alec Guinness’s arrest for homosexual soliciting just after the
war, and preserving his anonymity by giving the name of the
offender as Herbert Pocket. Was it a single transgression, a
one-off lapse, or was it an indicator of something deeper or a
longer-lasting trend?

Butler forgave Shakespeare, although his own life,
uncannily similar in many ways to that of Guinness, showed in his
speculation about Shakespeare’s ‘pederastic interlude’ a projection
of his own failure when it came to resisting his handsome male
friend, Charles Pauli, who sponged off him and at whose funeral,
Butler discovered, had fleeced him of £600 or £800, a considerable
fortune. Butler reflected with chastened hindsight, ‘Very handsome,
well-dressed men are seldom very good men.’ Although in the first
decades of the twentieth century Butler was discovered by the
mainly homosexual Bloomsbury literati, in particular Lytton
Strachey and E. M. Forster, who praised his ‘independent mind’, he
remained an elusive and paradoxical figure. Denounced on the one
hand by Malcolm Muggeridge as a timid homosexual and money-obsessed
snob, he was exalted by others in a similar way to Oscar Wilde as
an arch-mocker, who campaigned against and overcame ‘earnestness’ –
according to Butler, ‘the last enemy that shall be subdued’.

But with Shakespeare, or through Shakespeare – so
often through Shakespeare we look at ourselves – Butler looks at
himself and forgives his own homosexuality. Onto the Sonnets, it
could be claimed, Butler projected himself as the victimized poet;
and in forgiving Shakespeare he came to terms with his own guilt
about his sexuality. Similarly Guinness, close to Shakespeare, in
1951 played a very personal Hamlet, as naked and unadorned on stage
as he was ever likely to be.

It is fascinating to note that while Guinness in
later life publicly and in print skirted round homosexual acts and
practices with euphemistic delicacy, Butler’s own libidinal
preoccupations never once led to his use of the words sex or
sexuality – as impassioned counsel for the defence he spoke of
Shakespeare’s ‘lapse’:

 


Considering, then, Shakespeare’s
extreme youth…his ardent poetic temperament, and Alas! it is just
the poetic temperament which by reason of its very catholicity is
least likely to pass scatheless through what he so touchingly
describes as ‘the ambush of young days’; considering also the
license of the times, Shakespeare’s bitter punishment, and still
more bitter remorse – is it likely that there was ever afterwards a
day in his life in which the remembrance of that ‘night of woe’ did
not at some time or another rise up before him and stab him? nay,
is it not quite likely that this great shock may in the end have
brought him prematurely to the grave? […] I believe that those
whose judgment we should respect will refuse to take Shakespeare’s
grave indiscretion more to heart than they do the story of Noah’s
drunkenness; they will neither blink it nor yet look at it more
closely than is necessary in order to prevent men’s rank thoughts
from taking it to have been more grievous than it was.

—Shakespeare’s Sonnets
Reconsidered, and in Part Rearranged (1899)

 


Not only with Butler, but with others,
in their treatment of their own bisexuality and their tendency to
guilt and confusion over their sexual identity, but above all in
their roundabout way of reference to it, Alec would come to show
well-defined parallels.

But there were also two main differences, as well as
many minor ones. Where Butler was extremely faithful to the truth
about his own family and background, and especially his childhood,
in his autobiographical novel The Way of All Flesh – ‘I am
telling the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth’ he
told a friend – he, Alec, instinctively shied away from the truth,
confessing – he was always to show how personal and individually
revealing his taste was – that his exception to his admiration for
Butler was The Way of All Flesh, ‘which I could never get on
with’.

Second, Butler seemed to have adhered more to a
rigid moral and sexual code than Guinness. He distrusted and feared
women. He paid for sex with prostitutes, but would never allow
intimacy with them, he never married or had children – he
channelled his ‘unusually strong’ sexual impulse ‘in that prosaic
way which some men adopt who dread emotional disturbance in their
lives’. While Alec led an ostensibly companioned and loving
relationship with his wife Merula, he would seem, at least in his
later years, for most of the time to have suppressed or ignored as
much as he could the demands of his sexuality. Perhaps I would come
to see this as the key to his greatness, his altruism and his
lifelong identification with – to take a phrase describing Machin,
whom he played in The Card – ‘the good cause of cheering us
all up’. Lunch with Alec, for which he generously footed the bill,
was to launch me on a very challenging exercise in discretion and
taste.

 



 


2 The Sins of the
Father

‘I had to steal my own birthright, stole
it, and was bitterly punished,’ wrote Samuel Butler. ‘My most
implacable enemy from childhood onward has certainly been my
father.’ Cowed and subjugated by a father who never liked him and
gave him no scope to be loved by him, Butler as a child received an
intense hurt which he locked away. His mother did not help,
continually submitting him to a domestic confidence trick by
wheedling him and stroking him on the sofa into making confidences,
then betraying these by telling his father. In the often repeated
sofa episodes he wrote, in The Way of All Flesh, of ‘the
mangled bones of too many murdered confessions which were lying
whitening round the skirts of his mother’s dress’.

While he never doubted his father’s good intentions,
Butler deduced a general principle from his own family:

 


The Ancients attached such special
horror to the murder of near relations because the temptation was
felt on all hands to be so great that nothing short of this could
stop people from laying violent hands upon them.

 


Early on in life Alec Guinness himself
had such a sense of his own damaged nature it is hardly surprising
he should gravitate towards those who had a similar sense of
themselves as victims. Maybe the sexual delving is beside the
point. Like Butler, Alec’s main desire was to ‘conceal how severely
I had been wounded and to get beyond the reach of those arrows that
from time to time still reached me’. Like Butler also, he learned
to fashion for himself an alternative life. Almost from the outset
this duality became a game as well as a reality, a form of artistry
of not being who you are. The tangled roots out of which he grew
kept and sustained at their knotted centre a terrible anger.

Today we probably know more about the identity and
history of the man we suppose was Alec’s father than ever he did
during his lifetime. Although on his birth certificate the box for
father’s name was left blank, his father, with little shadow of
doubt, was Andrew Geddes, a Scottish banker and friend of the
titled banking and brewing Guinness family. Alec, however,
preferred to live all his life guarded by the shades of
uncertainty. He played a game with what he knew or heard, it became
part of his self-mythologizing, but really, you felt, he did not
want to know too certainly the truth. As he confessed in an
interview in 1985, ‘I wouldn’t go to a psychoanalyst in case he
unravelled something and said, “And that is the springboard of such
talents as you have.” I would feel, it was just that, was it? –
instead of something you can’t explain, something tucked
inside.’

Alec was born in London on 2 April 1914, the
illegitimate son of Geddes, who was then a roving director of the
South American Bank, in charge of the bank’s London operations. The
name Guinness is on his birth certificate because Geddes asked
permission to lend the Guinness name to an unwanted child. It was
Edwardian practice for a best friend, or at least a friend, to give
(or in this case probably have taken by the child’s mother), his
name to a love child. This was Alec’s version of his naming, as
revealed at the very end of his first autobiographical memoir,
Blessings in Disguise. One of these blessings was, by ironic
or humorous implication, Alec himself.

Agnes de Cuffe, Alec’s mother (and the bearer of an
equally mysterious name) would not – or could not – clear up the
mystery for him. But he did see Andrew Geddes several times during
his childhood. He also found himself the possessor of a small
allowance, which suggests some provision made for him by a wealthy
father.

Alec also revealed in Blessings in Disguise
that the last time he saw his supposed father Geddes he was eight
years old. Guinness came one day on a visit to him. The cynical
smile Geddes wore when he handed him half a crown may well have
reflected the link of guilt and financial support. Alec himself
commented, identifying with the strong possibility he felt that
Geddes was the father, that the cynical smile was the Geddes
personality he remembered and which he had, through the years, seen
in himself: ‘Something very similar when I have felt hurt or taken
advantage of.’ He added swiftly, coveringly, ‘He died when I was
sixteen.’

If we add to this a more conclusive statement Alec
made earlier in a newspaper article about his father – ‘My father
generated me in his 64th year. He was a bank director. Quite
wealthy. His name was Andrew’– we have a father who should have
been eighty years old when he died. In fact he was sixty-eight and
died in 1928, so he generated Alec in his fifty-third year.

Everything Alec has said points to the likelihood
that his father, if called Geddes, was a well-connected Geddes, in
other words ‘a Geddes’. The most famous member of this family, Sir
Eric Geddes, was a businessman and politician who served in Lloyd
George’s coalition cabinet of 1919 as Minister of Transport and
later wielded the famous ‘Geddes Axe’ of post-First World War
economic planning. Another Geddes, Sir Auckland, also reached
cabinet rank and was made a baron in 1942.

Later Alec was to become subject to the
misunderstanding of being assumed to be a member of the more famous
Guinness family. Possibly his mother liked the name because it
conferred on her son a bit of class, and might help to give him a
start in life. Her social ambitions and the curious form they took
might well have set him on the path to becoming, as he did, a
one-man institution outweighing by far his confused family
‘lettres de crédit’.

But the Geddes connection well outweighed the
Guinness connection. One day in November 1986 – he told me when I
interviewed him in 1990 – at King’s Cross Station bookstall, the
present Lord Geddes picked up a copy of Blessings in
Disguise, then number one on the paperback lists, and read it
with amusement and interest until page 308 when suddenly the name
‘Andrew Geddes’ – a regular name in his family – sprang out at
him.

Beginning on that page Alec spends six pages talking
about his ancestry during which he says that since earliest
childhood and from the time he first recognized he was illegitimate
he believed, although ‘without any good reason’, that his father
was Andrew Geddes, ‘a Managing Director of the Anglo-South American
Bank, who had been born, I discovered later, in 1860’.

Lord Geddes became intrigued. The Geddes clan was a
large one and, as he wrote to a close relation, it would be quite
fun to ‘find a beknighted illegitimate relation’. Taking his cue
from Alec’s assertion that the search for his father had been a
‘constant, though fairly minor speculation for fifty years’, he
wrote to Alec that he had grown intrigued by his supposition that
his father might have been an Andrew Geddes born in 1860. He then
went on to say that he himself had long had an interest in Geddes
genealogy and for that reason was occasionally referred to by
members of his family as ‘Head of the Family’.

There was no Andrew Geddes in their direct descent,
although a son of one of the four brothers of his great grandfather
Acland Geddes (1831–1908) might have been an Andrew Geddes.
However, Lord Geddes told me, so curious had he become that he
wondered whether Alec might care to join him for a drink or lunch.
Alec promptly replied that he would. He now realized that the date
he had given for the birth of his father, 1860, was more likely to
have been 1850 (in fact it was 1861), but this too did not fit in
with any possible connection with the Geddes family. Alec had also,
he wrote, found out that there was a Catholic bishop called Geddes
who lived in New Zealand in the last half of the nineteenth
century, but that he himself most likely could not be laid at his
door. He had heard when small that the Geddes who may have been his
father came from Dumfriesshire, or Ayrshire. He was sure that there
was no Andrew Geddes. All this had been in Alec’s letter to Lord
Geddes, of which I have a copy.

Geddes replied that the different dates did not help
establish any connections with his family, and while there was a
strong branch of the family who were in shipping and trading, based
in Rachan, Peeblesshire, none of these fitted what Alec knew.
Although they then arranged to meet for a drink, this fell through
so that not for the first or last time, the chance that Alec might
find out more about his father than he already knew, came to
nothing. Frankly, it seemed, Alec did not want to know.

Were there any other, non-factual connections
between Guinness and the Geddes family that might be worthy of
note? Hardly, although it must be said that Alexander Geddes,
father of a present-day Andrew Geddes (born 1943), a distinguished
barrister and judge, had a distinct resemblance to Alec in certain
features of the face, that physically the Geddeses were quite
small, stocky men with big heads (Guinness is similar here), and
that the existence of a famous cabinet minister and a tradition of
public speaking suggested certain talents that might have been
shared. That is as far as they go.

But the most significant aspect of the contact
between Lord Geddes and Alec was that, for all the protestations of
interest on Alec’s part and the warm tactful interest on Geddes’s
part, the elaborate courtesies that surrounded these, the
prestigious suggestions of places where they should meet – the
Connaught Hotel, ‘my too expensive hideaway’, the guest bar of the
House of Lords – the meeting between them did not in the end
actually materialize. It was as if, without either of them noticing
quite how or why, Alec slipped away again and was seen no more.
What might have been remained – in the words of T. S. Eliot, the
favourite poet of the actor – a possibility only in a world of
speculation. After seventy-odd years of not knowing the exact
identity of his father, did Alec really want to know? The answer is
probably not.

Alec did not know either the circumstances in which
Andrew Geddes came to accept his paternity. The cynical smile which
he gave Alec could be interpreted in a different way. It may even
have been a reflection of complicity in a deception. He was not to
know how much, or how little, Alec believed himself to be his true
son.

In spite of Guinness’s assertion to the contrary,
Andrew Geddes was born in 1861. Alec may have changed the date to
1850 to put Lord Geddes off the scent. But if Geddes was not
directly related to the titled family, the Cuffs believe that he
was a Scot and a self-made man, the son of a blacksmith in
Dumfriesshire. Confident and with a good head for figures, he had
left for South America when there was a mining boom in Chile.
Geddes had not, despite what Alec told Time magazine in
1958, generated him in his sixty-fourth year, but in his
fifty-third. There’s a big difference here. Alec wrote in
Blessings in Disguise that he died ‘when I was sixteen [he
died when Alec was fourteen]. The Times printed a fairly
long, dull obituary, representing him, if I remember correctly, as
an industrious and conscientious man.’ In fact, there was no
obituary in The Times, so no mention of his qualities. This
shows a typical Guinness ability to finesse. There was a brief
report of his will and his age at death in The Times of 26
June 1928. This is what Guinness saw:

 


Andrew Geddes (68) of Meadside,
Northumberland-road New Barnet, late of the Anglo-Saxon American
Bank [sic], Limited, and lately also a director of the
Allanza Company, Limited, and of the Pande Azucar Nitrate Company,
Limited (net personality £51,468–£53,460).

 


A photograph taken of Geddes in his
sixties showed a face strongly resembling Alec’s, especially if
compared with that of him in the role of Freud (at a similar
age).

Geddes left a considerable fortune. According to the
certificate issued in Barnet, Geddes died at home on 18 March 1928
from pneumonia and mental degeneration. In his will – which I have
consulted and which describes him as ‘formerly known as Gaddes’ –
Geddes had directed that his money and estate should for the most
part be left to his four daughters and put in trust for his only
son, Andrew, who was in permanent care as a mental invalid. There
was no mention of his wife or of Guinness. ‘Catherine Weldon’, who
many years later introduced herself to Guinness after a performance
in Brighton as the youngest daughter of Geddes, was left £3,300.
She told Alec nothing about her father or herself. But Geddes’s
granddaughter Margaret Aubrey, aged eighty-three, said he lived ‘a
rich man’s life’. There was a very large detached house in Barnet,
a maid called Louie, Humphrey the chauffeur and a gardener. She
never knew him as a ladies’ man since she was only eleven when he
died. Mrs Aubrey also recalled Geddes towards the end: ‘I just
remember a tall, white-haired and rather distinguished man mostly
sitting in a wheelchair. I don’t remember even anyone mentioning
Alec Guinness, but they wouldn’t, would they?’

But what if a Guinness from the banking and brewery
family had been his father? From what we know of Andrew Geddes (or
Gaddes), it would seem unlikely that he was a Guinness family
friend and therefore on the family yacht anchored in the Solent
during Cowes week in 1913, at the place and time when the subject
of this book was conceived. The family of Alec’s mother, the Cuffs,
did understand that one of their guests was Andrew Geddes, then
aged fifty-three and married with six children. Alec was born in
the following April, eight months later. ‘Quite how they met we
don’t know, but it’s part of our family history that Andrew Geddes
is his father,’ said Mrs Janis Hayward, whose grandmother Elizabeth
was Agnes’s elder sister. ‘There has never been any doubt about
it.’

On the other hand, some members of the Guinness
family with whom I talked still strongly believed that the Hon.
Anthony Ernest Guinness, or ‘Uncle’ Ernest (1876–1959), was
Guinness’s father. Ernest, who became vice-chairman of the brewery
firm, had married into the English aristocracy in 1903 and had
three daughters. They believe he met Alec’s mother Agnes when the
family yacht was moored in Cowes, and she was working as a waitress
or chambermaid in a hotel. Alec distanced himself from any
connection with the family, although when he met Honor Guinness,
Lord Iveagh’s daughter, on the Queen Mary in 1959, she told
him he was definitely a Guinness. Perhaps the date was significant
because it was the year of Ernest’s death, and therefore he was not
around to deny it. Several Guinnesses of his generation also looked
uncannily like Alec. But then Alec uncannily looked like a lot of
other people, one of the secrets of his art. When he was taken to
meet Lord Iveagh he remained reluctant to be claimed as one of the
family. He liked the name and was by no means blind to its uses. He
became quite comfortable, even blasé, with his surname, commenting
later on a Phiz illustration in The Pickwick Papers, ‘On the
wall above the fireplace are lightly sketched in a few sporting
prints: propped up on the mantelpiece are a couple of framed
advertisements. One reads cider and the other guines’s dublin
stout. Being so familiar with the misspelling of my surname I
immediately felt at home’ (A Positively Final Appearance).
Reports in the press of a DNA test to establish Alec as a Guinness
before he died were simply not true. ‘We’d love to have him as a
member of the family – who wouldn’t?’ said Lord Moyne, head of
another branch of the family. But there was no evidence.

The wound of illegitimacy was one thing; what must
have hurt as much if not more was that Alec had no father who
acknowledged him as his son and fulfilled the role of a father. It
seems likely that at some point when very young, Agnes told him his
father was Geddes; but Alec’s diffidence to acknowledge this may
well have come from his deeply wounded pride; he felt unwanted by
his father. He would keep it to himself.

Thus, early on, the power and atmosphere of a hidden
secret as opposed to an open secret came to permeate Alec’s life.
But while being his secret, it was also a secret hidden from him or
so he liked to keep it. The quality of unsolved mystery and its
seductive, Janus-faced nature – shame and guilt, yet desire for
success – were to become important components of his
personality.

Secrecy lies at the core of power. Secrecy and
terror are a double act. Someone with something to hide arranges
his or her secrets to guard each other. The secret confirmed and
hid, as hiding became second nature, two other secrets: that of his
sexuality and that of his anger. There is a saying in the Arabic
Book of the Crown: ‘It is the privilege of kings to keep their
secrets from father, mother, brothers, wives and friends.’ Did Alec
assume this kingly privilege for himself?

 



 


3 The Bewitching of
Naughtiness Doth Obscure Things

There was no doubt in my own mind,
although I could have been mistaken, that when I began first to
approach Guinness, then write about him, that it was his fear of
being, to use that word, ‘outed’ as a homosexual or bisexual that
constituted the main reason for his strong objection. But now I am
not so sure. As part of one letter I wrote, I said to him – rather
naively with hindsight:

 


I believe in respecting and preserving
mystery where some of it still fortunately exists. There must be an
enormous and greatly suppressed desire for something good to
be said.

I do understand your reluctance to
cooperate, and to be written about, but having hovered and dithered
over the idea [which I have wanted] for over four years [to do], I
hope you can understand that I would like to make the attempt. If
you can see any way – without conceding the principle – that you
might assist in, even slightly, I believe that you would not be
unhappy at the outcome.

 


With best wishes, Garry O’Connor

 


However, as he wrote back to me
(together with the rather spurious reason that there had been too
many books written about him already), he had further ambitions of
his own which he was to realize. He had already published
Blessings in Disguise in 1985, and had then two further
volumes to write: My Name Escapes Me (1996) and A
Positively Final Appearance (1999), to which may be added A
Commonplace Book, posthumously published in 2001.

As it was, I was caught in a difficult if not
impossible situation. Discouraged, I did not really want to go
ahead and write the book, finally published as Alec Guinness:
Master of Disguise. The publishers, however, would not agree to
my delaying the book until after Alec’s death. I decided therefore
to make some references, not too overt, to the duality of Alec’s
sexual nature, integrating these with his performances and his
confusion over his identity, summarized in his relationship to
playing Hamlet, also a seeker after his own unfinished identity.
All along, however, I did hope – and even half expect – that he
would change his mind upon reading, as I intended to show him, the
final typescript of my book. But when I approached him about this
his response was, to say the least, curt:

 


A. E. Housman wrote, in 1936, to a
would-be-biographer – ‘Do not send me your manuscript. Worse than
the practice of writing books about living men is the conduct of
living men supervising such books’. Would you please accept that as
being my own sentiment and possibly make it clear to your
publisher.

 


Yours sincerely, Alec Guinness

 


Clearly Housman and I would not have got
on.

I could not help noticing that he quoted Housman,
who like Butler, like E. M. Forster, was another of those shadowy
and undeclared (during their own lifetime, that is) figures in
English literature, reticent to acknowledge their sexuality (and
not necessarily through their own fault, but because of society’s
attitude and fear of the criminal law). A Shropshire Lad, a
favourite poem of Alec’s, had a ‘hidden agenda’. Forster wrote
incidentally, of Housman, ‘He was an unhappy fellow and not a very
amiable one.’

As it was I was surprised and confess that Alec’s
response provoked not only dismay but for some time antagonism and
anger – I had not plumbed the depth, the virulence, the anger in
that proprietorial sense he had of himself. I never recall Gielgud,
who wrote some four or five volumes of autobiography, being in the
slightest bit put out by the number of books written about him. Yet
Guinness had forbidden his friends on pain of cutting off
communication with them from cooperating with me. (As a Catholic
this was his own form of excommunication.) He subsequently did not
speak to various of those who had disobeyed for three or so years
after my book came out. Yet many who read the book, including
Sister Felicitas Corrigan of Stanbrook Abbey where Alec used to
stay for retreats, pointed out to him that his reaction was
exaggerated and unjustified.

In late spring 2001, just before the publication of
Morley’s life of Gielgud there was a flurry of articles in the
press on Guinness’s sexuality. The reason was that Morley, drawing
a parallel with his subject Gielgud, who had cooperated with
Morley, revealed this piece of gossip well-known in theatrical
circles: that Alec had been arrested and fined for a homosexual
offence in a public lavatory in Liverpool in 1948. ‘Alec was clever
enough to come up with a false name,’ Morley told me. Maintaining
his anonymity in a quick-witted way, something the more open
Gielgud was incapable of doing, Alec gave his name as Herbert
Pocket, the character in Great Expectations which he had
acted before the war in a production devised by himself and had
just, to general acclaim, been playing in David Lean’s film of the
classic. ‘Pocket’s name is still solemnly inscribed in the
[Liverpool police] list of offenders,’ wrote Morley. ‘This never
came out in Guinness’s lifetime.’ Questioned about this, Piers Paul
Read who had been asked to write an authorized biography by Merula
Guinness, Alec’s widow, just before she died, in October 2000,
replied that he was ‘not at all surprised’ at Guinness’s
bisexuality. ‘I would not be surprised, too, if he was
tempted.’

The broader subject of Guinness’s sexuality had
never been dealt with before in print, and like most aspects of
this secretive, many-sided and rich personality the truth was far
more complex and hard to unravel than might be revealed in the
reportage. This, in our age’s reckoning, could be discounted as
little more than the peccadillo of a young man (although Guinness
was thirty-two and had served long years in the navy as a
landing-craft captain and had by then become a much-hardened
figure).

There is
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