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					What to wear? Bringing Up Baby (1938)—with Cary Grant, Katharine Hepburn, May Robson, and a naked wire-haired terrier. But everyone was wired in delicate situations like this.
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			The condition of memory, that painful place to which we return over and over because a fundamental question is still unresolved: something happened to us years ago which was important, yet we hardly know if an angel kissed us then, or a witch, whether we were brave or timid.

				—NORMAN MAILER, “A Course in Filmmaking,” Maidstone, 1971

				Because I just went gay all of a sudden!

				—DAVID HUXLEY (Cary Grant) in Bringing Up Baby, 1938

				This business, movies, is all about two things—power and sex. And guess what, they’re the same thing.

				—PETER GUBER, 1989

				Psychologically I’m very confused, but personally I don’t feel bad at all.

				—KLARA NOVAK (Margaret Sullavan) in The Shop Around the Corner, 1940
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			Naked at the Window
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					Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty set up as Bonnie and Clyde (1967). It’s a production still that knows what the movie is about, including the uneasiness within the couple. Fifty-two years later, Bonnie’s hurt look is explained: she told his story—but what about hers? It’s time.

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			THE MOVIE SCREEN IS A WINDOW, and the trick of the medium is to let us feel we can pass through it. I saw this film five times in a week in 1967 in London. Did it change my life? It ruined it. Made me a prisoner of desire.

			The picture is set in a wild Southwest, some time ago. Two young animals meet and sniff each other out. They are so vivid, and their display is so emphatic, it has to be a movie. It says—look! The animals feel an urge to mate. That seems natural, biological, and cinematic, but then the male turns uneasy. This distresses her, and it saddens him. Still, their companionship prevails and they become fellow-raiders in their terrain. This makes them notorious and hunted, until she sings a song about their fame. That frees him. They fall in love. Then they do it, as so many have done. It. They really get it on—whatever it is. An idyll follows before vengeful guardians of order in the terrain find them and slaughter them. So the pair die together, a legend of outlaw sex and violence.

			This is not the only way to describe Bonnie and Clyde (1967). You could say it’s about two underprivileged kids finding attention and loot in Oklahoma and Texas in the early 1930s. It’s a fable of Depression and self-expression such as we believe we deserve because the U.S. insists on the pursuit of happiness: that has been one of humanity’s best daft ideas, though other cultures regard it as fatuous immaturity. That figures, because America, the movies, and Bonnie and Clyde are all resolutely youthful.

			We are in a shabby bedroom in 1931 in the sketchy outlands of West Dallas. That year has been established with still photographs of Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow. Except that these pictures are sepia lookalikes for 1931 in which Faye Dunaway and Warren Beatty are pretending to be the two outlaws. Retrospective selfies. Photographs of the real Parker and Barrow do exist. They hint at poverty, hardship, the heat and dust of Texas, and its awesome distances in which it was easier to feel lost than found. The real Bonnie and Clyde might never have got past waiting tables in Midland or Odessa.

			
			Bonnie looks sharp-faced and poverty pretty; she is narrow-eyed with a closed-mouth smile, and no makeup. She was certainly not the wide-eyed, drop-dead Faye Dunaway, the first person we see in that dusty bedroom.

			Dunaway was twenty-six in 1967. She had gone to the University of Florida before graduating from Boston University. She had been in theater in the East for several years and Elia Kazan had cast her in a small part in his 1964 production of Arthur Miller’s After the Fall. She was a unanimous knockout: that was in her physical being and her professional and cosmetic training. No one made movies in 1967 without a knockout as the female lead.

			“Knockout” is an important word; it may even be disastrous. No matter that they were said to be lifelike, movies then were crowded with exceptional lookers. The culture quickly raised them to be the best-known people in the world. But a strange dysfunction came into being. The world at large was not populated with knockouts. Most of us looked ordinary or homely and felt some shame about that in the light of the screen. Though America was avowedly egalitarian, it had created a way of being seen that cut across any hope for humble human value with the flourish of a holdup.

			This unnerving contract exists in the way Bonnie is discovered and Faye revealed. We are observing a fictionalized character and a real actress, but on first sight it is the actress we see. She is looking in a mirror, applying lipstick, so we see her face and its urge to be more beautiful. That mirror is a version of the flat screen we are looking at: its presence makes us more aware of our own watching. The mirror can be a character or a conscience in movies.

			We realize this woman is naked. Her nudity dawns on us slowly, but then we want to see more. That is not out of line. We are at a movie where everything has been arranged for us: if we sit in the dark the brilliant life spills in our laps like a kitten or goodies. Watching is already sexual, yet slightly morbid; doing it from a secure dark suggests stealth and even the possibility that these live beings may be dead. Still, is it normal that a young woman in Texas in 1931 is putting on her lipstick while naked? The exhibitionism is as pointed as an aside in the script that says, “Her attitude and appraisal of herself here are touched with narcissism.” Touched! It’s what keeps her glowing in the dust.

			
			That’s a clue to things in a movie being as much show-offy as naturalistic. Our young woman goes to her window, which is another screen, both a way of parading and a kind of withholding. She looks through the glass and shouts out, “Hey, boy, what you doin’ with my mamma’s car?” It’s a southern voice, but one that has been taught. It’s lowdown but clear, and spread like jam. She’s acting.

			She directs her question at a young man in a dark suit who is nosing around the parked vehicle. He looks up and sees what we know: that she is naked at the window—though a screen and frosted glass give her some protection. But that makes his gazing as ardent as ours. And he is a good-looking guy—Warren Beatty did nothing to chase that idea out of our heads, or his own. He stares at her and she knows why he’s staring: narcissism and being on show have their reward. As the script says, “She doesn’t move or make any attempt to cover herself.”

			The movie has not conveyed the enervated souls customary in West Dallas in 1931 (average summer high temperature 96 degrees, without air-conditioning).

			The two of them meet up on the street after she has thrown on a flimsy summer dress. (Underwear is not indicated.) They talk in a mixture of flirt and challenge. He says he’s been in prison for armed robbery. She thinks he’s boasting. He shows her his gun, a revolver; he holds it in his lap and she touches it in a gesture that was wacky even in 1967. But the equation of sex and violence was more than most films dared. As if to enact that mating dance, he then pulls a modest armed robbery, and Dunaway makes it clear that this outlawry has driven Bonnie horny to the edge of orgasm.

			Then the unexpected happens. They race off in a stolen car and she is ready to have him and to be had. Right there in the car, please. She is demanding enough to be more aggressive than he is. He backs off, flustered and embarrassed, and tells her he “ain’t much of a lover boy.” She is frustrated and humiliated, for Clyde doesn’t seem quite capable of getting it up—perhaps he doesn’t do it on the first holdup? “Your advertising is just dandy,” she tells him bitterly. “Folks’d just never guess you don’t have a thing to sell.”

			
			A dramatic arc is set up in this thwarted relationship. The coitus interruptus will pay off later in a conventional love scene out in the fields when Clyde realizes that Bonnie has “told his story” by sending her ballad about them to the newspapers. They kiss fully, or as if for the first time, and then “They begin to make love,” as the script advises, and the camera shot fades away. In the final shootout their shattered bodies rock and roll like lovers at last fulfilled. Censorship (in its dying days) stood by, helpless.

			This seems a delayed enactment of classic courtship and union, with just a quick hint that Clyde might be impotent, or a suggestion that one day sex, our it, might not always be so compelling. After all, a film knows in its bones that, despite all our watching, we can’t make love with the screen. Or not until the technology advances.

			This famous movie might have worked differently. In the original screenplay, by Robert Benton and David Newman, when Bonnie and Clyde picked up C. W. Moss (Michael J. Pollard) for their gang, a ménage à trois came into being. Moss, a sweet, aimless boy, was to have sex with both Bonnie and Clyde. The supposition was that Bonnie needed to get sex somewhere, while Clyde had homosexual tendencies possibly acquired during his time in prison. He had killed a man there who, it’s implied, had been assaulting him sexually.

			Was Clyde gay, or just disgusted by any homosexual attempt upon him? Mart Crowley, himself gay, author of The Boys in the Band, had once worked on a film script about gangsters from the 1930s. He thought he recalled a suggestion in his reading about Clyde Barrow’s sexual habits and he mentioned it to producer Warren Beatty in passing as Bonnie and Clyde was being prepared. I asked Crowley what he was sure he knew about Clyde, and he admitted he could not recall the exact history or its reliability.

			This is common in a culture with mixed feelings over education and dreaming. Legends and gossip exist about gayness, and firm evidence slips away in a community of gossips and storytellers. So much sexual reputation blooms in the hothouse of half-knowing. What actually happened when we made love with so-and-so (remember?) is a haze of recollection or reconstruction—so-and-so may wonder if he or she was even there when they hear our version.

			
			Benton and Newman clung to the threesome; they said it was non-negotiable; and Warren Beatty had seemed to go along with that. They should have known, though, that their star and producer didn’t do “non-negotiable.” Well before shooting started, Beatty made it clear that a threesome would be going too far. He was not prepared to have his male authenticity put in doubt. It was also required that the female love interest not be romantically compromised. Censorship was breaking down in the 1960s (a woman at her window could be half-naked), but there were few films where a heroine made the “mistake” of finding love and sex with anyone other than the hero, or her costar. She could not look forward to several men. Cross that line and the icon became fast and loose, and suddenly undesirable. Most movies still conform to that scheme of women as sexual property.

			There was another, more potent reason: Bonnie and Clyde was intended as a mainstream success, a film to excite a large audience. (Eventually, after early doubts, it did turn out that way.) But in 1967, it was impossible for a film to show a bisexual hero and have him cherished (and desired) at the end of the picture. So Beatty and director Arthur Penn agreed that any bisexuality would distract from the dynamic of Bonnie and Clyde getting it on, when the it was a grail-like satisfaction that we had been waiting for since the first scenes.

			In the rush of Bonnie and Clyde, it is curious that Clyde doesn’t initially give Bonnie what she wants. It is odder still that the film doesn’t explain this reluctance. Has Clyde had an injury, like the one that left Jake lacking in Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises? Is his wounded foot a clue? He can’t find Bonnie less than appealing—that is fanciful in view of Faye Dunaway’s look. Is he being perverse—rather like Beatty himself—as if to say, “You’re going to have to want me a lot more before I come across?” Is he as magical as women can be in the movies? Or is Clyde gay in a film that can’t admit it? If they’re in a movie, why aren’t they doing it?

			Human beings had sex before photography: that statement may seem naive, but it is a reminder that our understanding of life is guided by the resources we have for depicting it. People had sex with people they knew then in the dark or unseen ages; that sounds obvious, but then consider how far the photograph permits the thought of sex with people you don’t know (and how far that reappraises sex as an imaginary experience). Sleeping with strangers.

			
			Once upon a time, princes and princesses, or bakers and their wives, slept with available neighbors, or they forced their will on people they captured or owned. Those rapist events might turn into marriage, and even “happy” marriage, for marriages have been more susceptible to arrangement than the code of true love cares to believe. Humans have not always trusted sincerity and chance in getting together. Incest occurred more often than we want to imagine now: family was the chief pool of availability. The human species knew that sex, or intercourse, could lead to pregnancy, and they pursued that imperative out of some longing for eternity and parenting, and because they knew that so many infants died young that reproduction needed to be repeated. This blunt accounting doesn’t mean there wasn’t pleasure in sex—you can feel it in literature and painting and in the swoon of music.

			When photography arrived, earnest justifications were offered that said, Well, this is what Queen Victoria looks like, or George Eliot, or Eleonora Duse. But there were also “dirty” postcards of some nymph from Brooklyn or Balham who’d dropped her clothes for a plate of Irish stew and then gone around the world as masturbatory solace for lonely men.

			Desire was being democratized and commodified: we have not found a way to have one without the other. As movies began, the attempt to be artistic could not shrug off this erotic undercurrent. And you know which urge excited the business. Movies told uplifting stories, but they did sex and violence in the back room. That tension was everywhere and made dynamic by the medium’s voyeuristic pressure. Whatever we were looking at, we were in the dark, and furtive.

			We customers were peeping toms not known about by the people on the screen. Schemes of censorship were swiftly enlisted to keep the business respectable, but that only made the illicit or forbidden more tempting. Some moviemakers tried to say their business was art, but we the people knew we were peeping at wonders of desire we were not usually allowed to see. So movie offered the Pyramids and coronation parades. D. W. Griffith said he was showing us the Civil War and the Ford’s Theater where Lincoln was shot. But in The Birth of a Nation the melodrama cloaked the steady threat of rape for white women.

			
			That was deplorable but enticing. To see the forbidden is to gaze on things we cannot own up to. In the movies, as well as life, desire is contingent on things we cannot quite have. As you may have noticed, satisfaction can kill desire just as desire can make you forget your status quo. That’s how Bonnie and Clyde shook my life to pieces.

			But there was another strain at work, something never offered until moving photography. Behold, here is the lifelike breathing of lovely living creatures, like wild animals in a zoo—I was not speaking casually of Bonnie and Clyde as creatures on show. And just as the movies seemed to say, here are men and women, take your pick, think of the screen as twin bathrooms, gentlemen and ladies, so the screen actually offered both. For a man, it said, you want to see pretty women? Very well. But perhaps you would like to see great guys, too; after all, desire is a limitless energy, and just as you might want to have Bonnie you can think of being Clyde (even if you look like C.W.).

			

			—

			There’s a scene soon after the first holdup and Clyde’s reluctance to be a lover boy in which he diverts Bonnie’s frustration by telling her she deserves more because, “You may be the best damn girl in Texas.” As proof, he takes her to a dejected diner. A waitress comes by, “a cheap, gaudy dame,” the script notes, nearly middle-aged and desperate to look younger. Bonnie has already told him she is a waiter, too. Clyde sees a stupid kiss curl on this waitress and he realizes Bonnie has one like it, too. He tells her, “Change that, I don’t like it”: he has become her producer and a director—he is making the movie (and while Arthur Penn directed it, and did it very well, Beatty was in charge of the picture).

			Notice the schizoid tendency: the movie plays with the idea that Bonnie Parker could remain a waitress until the day she drops, reliant on tips, grease, and furtive groping. Bonnie is also Faye Dunaway, ignoring the preposterousness of a woman so ravishing being confined to Texas diners. She is a movie star, acting coy. And so is he. They are fake, daring us to notice.

			
			In life, Clyde Barrow had a long, oval face, ears bigger than Clark Gable’s, and a rather oppressed look. He was like a man who had been in prison, and maybe he had been raped there enough to nurture a bitter edge of violence. In a line of male stars that goes from Richard Barthelmess, John Gilbert, and Rudolph Valentino to Robert Taylor, Tyrone Power, Marlon Brando, and Montgomery Clift, Beatty was desirable, egotistical, shy but vain, declaratory yet unusually secretive—it was his way of being smart. He looked and felt like a star capable of running residual percentages in his head, not a hapless Texas wastrel on the loose. And we accept that, because desire is the area of life or private illusion where even slaves are unrestricted. We cannot be deprived of what we dream of, no matter if we’re homeless, sick and out of work, or in a cancer ward. And for the bulk of human beings in the age of movie and democracy, sex was their one unmitigated freedom. Millions of people will die treasuring the two or three great lays of their life.

			A man watching the film may desire Bonnie, but he could also be attracted to Clyde in a spirit of emulation. There’s a raffish nonchalance in the way Beatty’s Barrow tells his brother Buck how he hated prison so much one day he chopped off a couple of his own toes just to escape work detail. Then—you know what?—a few days later he got paroled. Beatty sighs and grins, and murmurs, “Ain’t life grand,” a dreamy fatalism that lifts his mundane life and carries it on angel’s wings up to the poetry of stardom.

			Beatty on screen never had a purer moment—cocksure, smartass, stupid, and weirdly lucky. It’s the bravado of an insouciant outlaw, the male charm that sustained this film through violence, bank robbery, and getting it on so that the actor playing the lead robber ended up very wealthy.

			Warren Beatty isn’t gay. A folkloric industry stressed that for decades and idealized his private life to the point of making it axiomatic. Nor do you in your dark have to be gay to enjoy the film. But there’s a gayness in this medium that we’re never going to shrug off, an attitude that says you can make do with sex—it’s great—but don’t fall for the whole construct of romance, marriage, being happy, and buying the package. It’s the point at which narcissism makes us envious, and it’s there in Beatty the earnest producer whispering past the toothpick in his mouth, “Are you looking at me? Aren’t movies crazy?”

			
			I’m suggesting a way in which the heroism and the romancing of movies became tongue-in-cheek as the decades slipped by. This leaves a tension in our picture show between belief and what some people begin to call camp. With Bonnie and Clyde, it was the conjunction of trying to believe we were in 1931, while knowing it was 1967. The design of that film had an instinct for translating gangster energies and antibanking pieties into the resistance welling up in privileged kids in America in the late sixties.

			That slight look askance is close to disbelief. It’s a reason why half the country—no meager 11 percent or whatever—began to slip toward gay irony by the millennium. And that is how the movies have exerted such a gravitational pull on the spirit of gay liberation, or same-sex marriage. Reactionary homophobes sometimes disapprove of gayness because of its apparent promiscuity. But the new feeling had an instinct for a deeper ruefulness over how our precious, sacred love lives could turn into the same old same thing. So why be so solemn over it, why insist on Molly Bloom’s ecstatic “Yes” or Connie Chatterley’s oceanic stirring, when the big show of sex can leave intelligent people sighing, “Well, was that it?” before dropping off to sleep?

			In 1967, some viewers were disconcerted by the laughter in Bonnie and Clyde. Were we really chuckling as faces were split open? Looking on the bright side, hero-worshippers explained this away as the creative juxtaposition of contrary moods. But a deeper amusement was directed at ourselves for taking movies so gravely, instead of seeing that they were games or myths. Why be surprised if movies were at the dawn of a daring proposition: that they were dreamlike, not to be trusted as reality, hardly a model for real life? Yet perhaps it was the silliness that let our fantasies go free.

			A vital part of that was the creation of sexual attitudes that offset old codes of male supremacy, or humorless authority. In our time, we have seen great advances in gay liberation, but we still need to be let out of the prison that believes power and leadership, guns, godliness, and virtue are the right of tough guys. The American idea will not survive those narrow-minded zealots.

			
			Going to movies had been a courtship rite. Boyfriends and girlfriends went to the pictures, held hands in the dark, and sometimes more than hands. The movies they watched were laden with romantic meetings and sexual longing. It’s a wonder more couples weren’t married in chapels named Odeon, Granada, or Rialto. Not long after the couples got home, romance and sex fell in line with What’s for dinner? and Would you make your bed for once? (Romantics like to leave the sheets in chaos as if some great photographer will capture the sexual glory.)

			At the movies, however, the ordinary state of marriage was seldom explored. That substantial temporal experience was neglected once the arousal of wooing had been handled. “Domesticity” can be a depressing word, no matter that all people who are afraid—like all of us—cling to the comfort of “home” as a retreat or a place of safety. Moreover, it was around 1967 that movies became bolder about showing intercourse and nakedness. This seemed sensational at first, but it proved a feeble distraction that sucked much of the imagining from eroticism.

			As soon as our beauties, Bonnie and Clyde, have got it on, they’re gone. No time for boredom, stale habit, or taking out the garbage. Instead, they get one of the greatest orgasms ever put on screen. Their bodies writhe in ecstatic immolation, and they’re still rocking fifty years later. The characters are dead and the two elderly players seemed confused when handing out Best Picture at the Oscars in February 2017. But their 1967 movie guessed that sexual climax and death could make a binding marriage.

			A hundred years ago, movies were the industrialization of desire, a way of introducing the masses to sex as pleasure. So sleeping with strangers—with ghosts on the screen—was a new element in Romanticism as well as romance. It gave us such fun and it transformed our sense of self and possibility.

			

			—

			The material of this book is beauty on screen, desire in our heads, and the alchemy they make in the dark. But the book also sees these topics becoming a crisis in America’s cultural development, and a struggle between delusions of male supremacy and a spirit of gay resistance. That’s not all, for the advance of feminine significance and power is another air being inhaled. Sleeping with Strangers traces the interweaving of macho confidence, feminine personality, and gay wit, and it knows the struggle is not done yet. America is in the balance.
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			The Iceman Cometh
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					Kieran Hickey on Streatham High Road in London some night in the early 1960s

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			IN CHILDHOOD, I had to be taken out of cinemas in tears, because the show overwhelmed me.

			Long before education and temperament taught me to be a critic, judging whether Hamlet, a Doris Day song or The Third Man had been “well done” or not, I had been plunged into the alternative reality on the screen. I longed to be there. This was fantasy, not criticism. And still is.

			I was told I was too “involved” with the lives on screen. Loving them so much, I could not endure their peril. But perhaps I was just empty, anxious to be filled. I wanted heroes, and I preferred them handsome, gentle, and wise, like Lassie, or Montgomery Clift in Red River. I waited for movie women who didn’t know they were being watched. I tried to be there with them, but I could not get into the screen.

			One of the few things to trust about the movies is that pictures seen at an impressionable age mean the most. Let us say this span usually lasts from about five to twenty. But the charm can linger past seventy-five. The children of the dark do not easily give up their secret love. Or the fear.

			

			—

			If you have been moved and formed by movies, don’t let an educated historical-critical approach to them tame the mad experience. If you have been moved, respect that; for the experiment suggests that you exist and are of value. Going to the movies did not permit objectivity or critical intelligence. It was like meeting a stranger and feeling affinity.

			Kieran Hickey was tall, gaunt, and rather forbidding. His close-cut black hair already had salt in it. He looked at me and demanded, “Well, what do you want to say?” There was an edge of hostility, so I retaliated. His surname was Hickey, and I called him “Iceman,” because I had just seen Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh in London in 1958 where the character Theodore Hickman is called “Hickey.” I had sat through the five hours of that play, carried along on its roaming speeches.

			We met in early 1960. It was an exciting time and it seemed to be ours. The air felt fresh with starting. Some of us were determined to be entering a new world, no longer weighed on by the mistakes of sad elders. That was a vanity, of course, but young generations need that much gasoline vapor to see if they have an engine. There was a feeling in 1960 that change was coming: it was like a panther of the future coiled and ready to spring. It might be an apocalypse of nuclear testing or the verdict in the Lady Chatterley’s Lover trial; it might be the erotic slashing in Psycho (which opened in London in August of that year) or that young, flirty Kennedy who was elected president in November.

			
			In London, people wondered if the burden of winning the Second World War was over at last. This is not being snide about that war. No one doubted that it was a necessity and the last clear call in history, perhaps. Every war since then has brought disaster and undermined our faith in battle.

			Why am I giving you history and memoir? Because you cannot get close to movies without grasping the mindset in which they were received. When you go to the movies, you take your history with you. The fantasy is about you.

			Britain had been depleted by the war, and it recovered with invalid slowness. During my childhood there were untended bombed houses all over London and rationing of many foodstuffs that only ceased in the mid-1950s. By then, an awed relaxation was stretching in Britain. The prime minister from 1957 onward, Harold Macmillan, made a mocking point of telling his people, the proles, we had never had it so good. For my family and so many others that was probably true. We were getting used to our National Health Service and the 1944 Education Act. I went to a school, Dulwich College, my parents could not have afforded, so the London County Council paid for me to be there.

			At eighteen I was educated—better than I knew at the time. I was horny and had lost my virginity to a smart, difficult, appealing girl in south London—we got rid of hers at the same time. It was self-help. The sex was pressing, but we were more moved by being in love. We were high-minded about sex and love being “integrated.” I was hooked on this girl, crazy about movies, and tired of school. I also dreamed of fabulous screen goddesses, from Yvonne De Carlo to Rhonda Fleming.

			Hickey jerked me out of a daydream: “You look as if you think you have something to say.” He was tough about it, but I detected a tease or a challenge. We were standing on the steps outside the National Film Theatre on London’s South Bank. I love that place more than I ever could Dulwich College or Oxford.

			
			In my teens, I had spent increasing time watching movies. Knowing so little, I saw whatever my local cinemas chose to play—those flashy palaces on the high street, more lively than the churches. That automatic moviegoing had taken me to decisive events in my upbringing, movies that set me up emotionally for the big show of life. That list would include A Place in the Sun, From Here to Eternity, Rear Window, East of Eden, Rebel Without a Cause, Funny Face, The Searchers, Stanley Kubrick’s The Killing, Anthony Mann’s Men in War, and Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil.

			Already, my life was a conflict between sensationalism and reflection. But the profound emotional experiences of my life were ignored by school. At Dulwich, the boys were taught to respect the tradition of the polar explorer Ernest Shackleton and Trevor Bailey, a great cricketer. But in all my time there, no one mentioned or knew that the director Michael Powell had been to our school.

			To get into Oxford—the Dulwich plan that I loyally went along with—I was reading Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Wordsworth, and Gerard Manley Hopkins, as well as assessing Lewis Namier’s reconstruction of English politics in the eighteenth century. I read Latin—Tacitus and Virgil. (The school didn’t risk giving us Ovid. We did “sexual reproduction” at school, but only as practiced by rats. No teacher dared take on human desire.) That education had no room for research papers on Orson Welles. So I wrote in the school magazine, The Alleynian, about James Dean, Alfred Hitchcock, and Ingmar Bergman.

			I was getting that school workload done as quickly as possible to leave time for the swansong of mainstream films in the late 1950s. You have to be lucky in life, and being movie-mad then was to be blessed. In my A-level years (adequate passes would make me Oxford-bound) along came Vertigo, Bonjour Tristesse, Man of the West, North by Northwest, Rio Bravo, Anatomy of a Murder, and Some Like It Hot. Namier never had a chance.

			
			In the course of 1959, I told Dulwich and Oxford no thanks. My teachers at Dulwich were horrified; they said I was tossing away the opportunity of my life. What else will you do? they demanded. I told them I had seen an advertisement for the London School of Film Technique, a place where you learned how to make films. Where is that? they sneered. Just down the road, I said, in Brixton. I had hardly been out of London in my life then. What was the need?

			Brixton? they groaned. Even by south London standards, Brixton was reckoned a dump, and dangerous. It had become home to immigrants from the West Indies, and that prospect of racial ghetto was seized upon by Oswald Mosley as a site for provocative meetings of his Union Movement (the label “fascist” had gone out of fashion, but that’s what it was).

			“Well, speak up,” said Kieran, “or I shall become very bored.” Somehow I didn’t want to bore him. You must have had occasions in your life when all of a sudden—with a man or a woman—you’ve met someone and known you had to hold their interest.

			Kieran was from Dublin and five years older than me. He had been born in 1936, on February 29. He made a sour joke out of that bad luck because three years out of four he missed his birthday.

			We were in love with film and the dream of making our own movies. But we had Gerard Manley Hopkins in common, too. I had been taught about his sprung rhythm, his unexpected words, his yearning energy for nature. But I had learned little about the man. Our teachers never discussed the authors as beings who had been alive once. Kieran knew Hopkins’s history and he felt for it. The poet had died at forty-four, in Dublin, buried in Glasnevin Cemetery, crushed by the work of being a priest. Kieran admitted that earlier in life he had thought of being a priest. In my learned, critic’s voice I said of Hopkins, “Sounds to me as if he might have been a little queer.” That was the word then in robust circles. Kieran nodded, wistful and unsurprised.

			When I met Kieran I had done two months at the London School of Film Technique on Electric Avenue in Brixton (that address was the most exciting thing about it). The school then was not far from a racket: it had more students from overseas than from Britain—I met the first American I had known there. It had minimum production equipment and uncertain teaching, so there was a hum of grievance and paranoia as some alert students “appropriated” the cameras and taught themselves. That was proper preparation for the jungle called the film business. Still, I was having to mask the letdown on Electric Avenue. Then I noticed this aloof Irishman who came in some evenings to edit a film he had begun at the school. In a cheap suit and tie he looked like a bank clerk, rejecting the student air of the place. He was famously aloof, an Iceman, discouraging anyone who tried to talk to him let alone look at his film on the Moviola.

			
			I learned his name on the steps of the National Film Theatre, where we were introduced. I was at the NFT because I had guessed that seeing old films was the best education I could find. Kieran was there, too, with the same habit, and that’s when he looked at me so sternly and said, “Well, what do you want to say?”

			It was a penetrating question, for I was still living with a stammer that left me timid about uttering the lofty and searching thoughts I hoped I had. Did Kieran know that just by looking? Film is about looking and the hunch that a face can tell you as much as a volume of letters. He didn’t realize I stammered; he was not being unkind. Though he hardly softened toward me when he understood my pathos over speaking.

			By our second meeting we recognized that an important friendship was at hand. Neither of us had been to university—we doubted it deserved us. He had a job, wrapping parcels at Selfridge’s, the department store on Oxford Street. Some evenings he went back to Brixton to work on cutting his first film. It would be called Faithful Departed, a portrait of James Joyce’s Dublin based on the historic photographs by Robert French that Kieran had found in the National Library of Ireland. I was doing my time at the school, but the education there was soon surpassed by the schedule we got into.

			We believed in seeing as many films as possible. In part that appetite was satisfied by the National Film Theatre, which had come under the innovative programming direction of Richard Roud. London was still a mass of suburban cinemas that played double features of old films and changed their programs twice a week. We waited for the Wednesday arrival of the magazine What’s On and planned the films to see—often a dozen in a week—going all over London thanks to the fluency of the Tube. We would race to make connections, eating sausage rolls and cakes as we went. This lasted more than three years. It was our university.

			
			Kieran was not just older; he was also better read, and he knew classical music. He was a ferment on Irish history and derisive about the country that had sunk its claws into him. He rejoiced in Swift, Sterne, Wilde, Shaw, Joyce, and Flann O’Brien. He taught me the glory of At Swim-Two-Birds and the poker-faced comedy of Swift’s A Modest Proposal. This eloquence enchanted Kieran. Years ahead of Ireland’s joining the European Community and being subject to the international court of rights at The Hague, he believed Ireland had to be European, not nativist, Catholic, or “charming” in the dire way indicated in films like John Ford’s The Quiet Man.

			He had a brother in Dublin he disliked, and a mother who he said disliked him. He wasn’t going back, he warned, no more than Joyce had any intention of returning after finding Trieste, Paris, and Zurich, and journeying in printed pages. Once away, Joyce re-created his own lost city in Ulysses. Kieran was departed, but he was bitterly faithful, and tortured by it. He never made a film that was not soaked in Irish regret.

			He taught me to read most of an author’s work: he proposed a schedule of Conrad and in return I recommended Faulkner. He made me listen to Mozart and I responded with Charlie Parker and Miles Davis. We went to see Miles live: he played two numbers, then turned his back and walked off the stage. I felt that Miles’s hauteur impressed Kieran more than his kind of blues.

			We were such snobs over our passions that girlfriends faded in the intensity. They came to some films and tried to talk about them. They must have known our hearts were given over to Jean Seberg. But Kieran was my teacher and he was insisting that I speak up. That pressure left me knowing I had to find something to say. It took me a while to realize that his nagging wasn’t just for my sake: he needed someone to talk to.

			It grew clear that despite his cinematic urgings, Kieran lacked the aggression or the confidence to sell himself in the movie business. Did he think I could supply that? Or were we both in love with a medium whose manners horrified us? Decades later I found this quote from Peter Guber, producer on Rain Man, Batman (1989), and many other films. He was talking to Tina Brown, the editor of Vanity Fair:

			
			Tina, what you have to understand is, Hollywood is ruled by its dick. Men are ruled by their dicks. Mine against yours. Excuse me, I know you’re a woman, but you understand what I’m saying. This business, movies, is all about two things—power and sex. And guess what, they’re the same thing.

			

			That was said in 1989. A moment ago.

			I know what Guber means, and I hear his gunslinger homage to dicking. Kieran and I were fearful of our chances in “the business” because we were not naturals at dominating a room, lying your head off, leaving a big tip and going off with the pretty receptionist. Guber is exultant about a habit that waited a century to be exposed. The gangster pride in the boys’ club of movies has been a cultural failure that has misled the whole of America.

			So we did nearly everything together, day after day, week after week. At the National Film Theatre we had complete seasons of Fritz Lang, Howard Hawks, and Jean Renoir, as well as an extended survey of French cinema. This made for a magical coincidence in education, for it was in the early 1960s that revolutions occurred—the films of the French New Wave: The 400 Blows, Shoot the Piano Player, Jules and Jim, Les Cousins, Paris Belongs to Us, as well as Breathless and Vivre Sa Vie. It was not just that these were wildly exciting movies. They were made by young men we knew from the yellow-covered Cahiers du Cinéma where they had for years been reveling in Hollywood cinema. They adored Howard Hawks, Hitchcock, Fritz Lang, Preminger, Vincente Minnelli, Sam Fuller, Anthony Mann, and Nick Ray. In Sight & Sound (the prim English film quarterly we deplored), there had been an article by the editor, “Ray or Ray?,” in which the humanist compassion of Satyajit Ray was preferred to the desperate cinematics of Nicholas Ray. We admired Satyajit Ray, but we adored Nick Ray because his films were closer to our world. His Rebel Without a Cause was a knowing title, getting at the existential uncertainty in modern opportunities. Kieran and I collaborated on the most complete Nick Ray filmography yet done for the insurrectionary magazine Movie in 1963.

			
			There was an occasion, at the London Film Festival, when François Truffaut came to introduce Shoot the Piano Player. I was late to the screening, but I caught up with Kieran and asked him, breathlessly, “What’s the film like? What’s he like?”

			Kieran looked at me as if the realization had only just sunk in. “Truffaut?” he said. “He looks like us.”

			Truffaut was four years older than Kieran and nine years older than me. But there was some generous truth in the comparison, for Truffaut had that pale, wide-eyed face, and the shabby appearance of a kid who had spent too long in the movie dark to know how to look respectable—or to live a “normal” life. His outcast panache was what we sought as filmmakers in the new age.

			It turned out that Kieran would be gay—is that the right way to say it? When we first met, I don’t believe he knew he was gay. But maybe he sensed that I had the scorn for homosexuals, or queers, that an English public school relied on. It was a scheme for overlooking all the gay flirtations among youths who needed relief. We talked about girls and getting married. He had a girlfriend who was witty, attractive, and who stood up to him in conversation. It was plain they were good for each other. There was a shining in their eyes when they talked and Kieran had a sly grin for her. He asked this woman to marry him—they both told me that—but she declined.

			He was hurt and at a loss, though he never talked about what might have been the reasons. I had no inkling then that he was gay, but had I known anyone who was? Never mind our new confidence, there were deep inhibitions about candor. (Britain was emotionally secretive—that was its richest asset for cinema; you can feel it all through Hitchcock.) Boys at Dulwich did mutual masturbation—during a class, even—but that was hormonal pressure that had to be relieved. Being homosexual was not just against the law, it was alien to the self-conscious liberty-seeking kids who were ready to shrug off archaic habits but who remained ignorant, stupid, and terrified of so much true novelty. We knew how rats copulated, but our own desire was not explored.

			
			We were trying to make small movies of our own. Kieran had a project with one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. Did she work in the perfume department at Selfridge’s, or was he making that up? I don’t think anything happened between them, but it was not for want of his yearning. I set up a film about a bass player in love with an older woman, a refugee from the war in Europe, Jewish and Polish. For me, that project was part of a longing to be the lover of an older woman I had met and who I cast in the film. She was fond about it and let me kiss her once or twice, but really, she said, it was not on. Still, I realized she was interested in seeing herself on film, or how I saw her. She was not seductive, yet I felt her rather austere self was led on by the chance to see her face on film. Photographing people is sometimes a bud for sexual flowering.

			To put a woman in your film was like a declaration of love or desire, and some women were stirred by that offer. We felt that veiled drive in so much cinema: in Griffith, Josef von Sternberg, Hawks, and Hitchcock, and in the early 1960s it was there in the way Truffaut gazed at Jeanne Moreau, and Antonioni reverenced Monica Vitti, not to mention Ingmar Bergman’s concentration on all his women.

			My 16 mm project crashed when the bass we had borrowed for the film had an accident on the streets of Streatham one night. I had to reimburse the owner and that was our budget gone in one mishap.

			Time moved on. Kieran did go back to Dublin, because a film job opened up. I met a magical woman, Anne, who had a daughter, Kate. I think I married both of them. I desired Anne, but I guessed I loved her when I saw photographs of her I had taken. I called Kieran to tell him about this and asked him to be my best man. He declined. I could not think why. Filmmakers have to act very knowing, but that often masks stupidity. I got a job in publishing, and he carried on his struggle to be a filmmaker. With him in Dublin we saw less of each other, but we began to correspond intensely. We made a documentary film together on Jonathan Swift (born and died in Dublin). I wrote it and he directed, and it played on the BBC, not because of us but because we got a startling cast of voices for it: Alan Badel, Cyril Cusack, Siobhán McKenna, and Patrick Magee. To hear Magee’s liquid growl speaking for you was to smell wizardry.

			
			It wasn’t until the late 1970s that Kieran let me realize he was gay. Not long after that, he became a spokesman for gay rights in Dublin. He is esteemed in that city for his brave part in the liberation of sexual ideas made possible by Ireland’s entry into the European Economic Community in 1973. It was still difficult to be gay in that world, let alone shape a career as a maker of film. We never discussed his decision as we had once talked about girls and marriage. We were as close as ever, perhaps closer in that we expanded in letter-writing. I had a wife and three children. I was writing and getting published. He was making films and he had lovers in Ireland. But he kept that secret when he visited London.

			Kieran was an “uncle” to my children, talking to them, teasing and nagging, caring and educating them in gentler ways than he had used on me, but still in the same slightly caustic spirit. (He told children to forget childishness; their task was to grow up quickly.) There were other children in his life whom he watched over in a similar way. Anyone who knew Kieran said that he should have been a dad, and he must have had that feeling. Had he come along thirty years later he could have had a gay marriage with adopted kids. We are at the mercy of our moment, though.

			As I look back on our years “together,” I wonder about the atmosphere of our friendship. We would have been so much less without the companionship and challenge; we fashioned critical thinking, humor, and a scheme of values from it. In trying to identify the “best” films, we were fussing over how one might live life. And we both had half an understanding of how cinema turned on a level of desire that could never quite be fulfilled. We gazed at the screen with longing, but we could never get there. Desire was vital and beautiful, but it was as silly and playful as a game. That’s how I loved soccer: I thought of being Montgomery Clift or Jimmy McIlroy, the superb, shy inside right who played for Burnley.

			Kieran’s favorite film, his childhood treasure-house, was Vincente Minnelli’s Meet Me in St. Louis, and he helped me see that it was not simply a pretty, reassuring MGM musical but an intimation of family ambiguity and erroneous coziness. He was an illuminating critic and he opened my eyes and ears to the anguish with which Judy Garland sings “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” to her kid sister (Margaret O’Brien) as if a pulse of lament beat within the festive promise of “a Christmas song.”

			
			He also told me to study the films of Robert Bresson until I appreciated them better. In particular, that meant Diary of a Country Priest, A Man Escaped, and Pickpocket. I think these are still the great films by Bresson, and examples of his austerity or restraint in a medium that so often clamors to be expressive and excessive. They are also studies of men alone: the dying priest, the Resistance fighter imprisoned by the Nazis, and a petty thief. As I worked with these films, they struck me as Catholic allegories, and I was averse to that. I had had a girlfriend who dumped me because she was Catholic and her parents had instructed her not to be involved with a boy who was Protestant. It wasn’t that I was Protestant; it was more that I disagreed with people on principle. I never attempted to break it to her that I was an atheist. Devout necking had its boundaries.

			But in time, I began to feel that Bresson might be gay, too. This was never addressed in plot terms, but his films dwell on the soulful isolation of men, and Bresson liked to cast saintly and attractive men in the roles. There was no gay action in Bresson, but I felt the moodiness, above all in Pickpocket (the one film of the three where the man has a girlfriend).

			Is that insight or speculation? I don’t know. But the thought grew retrospectively with Kieran. (He died, too young, in 1993.) I think he only found his sexuality in Ireland. That’s where we made another film together, A Child’s Voice, a ghost story about a writer (T. P. McKenna) haunted by a child (June Tobin) he has invented for a story he reads on the radio.

			I wondered later about Kieran’s feelings for me, though I was shy not just of asking him the question but of asking it of myself. The movies seem bright and open, but their devotees so often act like spies. He made good films about hateful male bullies—Exposure and Criminal Conversation. It was only with him dead that I understood how much I had loved him. He had a heart operation coming up and he said it was a formality. I went to stay with him in Dublin for the weekend before hospital. The operation was a success, but then a friend called to say he had died, suddenly, from an aneurysm. Two days later, I got a postcard in Kieran’s fierce black handwriting saying he was doing well.

			
			I could not have had sex with Kieran. But you don’t have to have sex to know about love. We all of us sleep with strangers in our heads. I have long consented to the folly in wanting to make love with so many women out of reach, and settling for making some of them laugh instead. Having women laugh at you is a start to being civilized, and less tiring than the other way. But Kieran affected my sense of what a man could be more than anyone.

			What does that man want to be? Let me list some qualities: cool or detached—a player in the game but a little apart from it, like an author; a tease, a flirt, full of sex in the head; timid yet reckless, and scathing about “traditional” manliness. Are these the roots of bipolarity, torn between vanity and alarm? Alert to gracefulness, preferring Astaire to Gene Kelly, gripped by disabling doubts and risky hopes, capable of kindness without being ingratiating. Full of feeling but dreading sentimentality. Forbidding, eloquent, difficult. Fond of surreal connections, as in the word “screwball.” Nostalgic for or anticipating sex but sometimes perplexed with it here and now. Grave yet frivolous. Debonair in his own mind, untidy in the eyes of others. And aware that when falling in love you should preserve a small margin of otherness in case familiarity goes stale. The falling is ecstatic, but have a parachute.

			You can imagine sleeping with many people; you must. But stay awake. Remind yourself of Cary Grant in His Girl Friday and the exhilarating dance in his wooing of an ex-wife. If our culture is to survive, or deserve survival, then “straight” people need to accommodate and learn from gay experience. The two ways need to become more alike. Which is not sweet or easy, or anything like a tidy, happy ending. How could it be? Desire so often contains the seed of tragedy.

			As I was finishing this book, a new movie opened with the outline figure of the male I have tried to describe: Reynolds Woodcock (Daniel Day-Lewis), a London couturier in the early 1950s in Paul Thomas Anderson’s Phantom Thread. He is some kind of genius but he is also impossible. He desires perfection, yet he can turn ugly. He is as beautiful and as intricate as a line of close stitching. His is a face that we have to watch; it is a beast wondering whether to eat us. He wants women, and in the nature of his work lovely women come to him, begging for the chance of a job. He’s not unlike the classic movie moguls perched on the ends of their casting couches. Phantom Thread is a love story for an era that seems to have given up on that genre.

			
			Woodcock is a kind of Bluebeard—or is it Harvey Weinstein? It is not that he is gay but he is thoroughly closeted. He wants everything secret, or sewn into the clothes. He moves through a film that does not dare show sexual behavior, yet it is addicted to the sexiness of clothes, skin, the small movements of a mouth, smiles, and shoulders. Let’s say appearance. He creates life while staying detached—that is the leverage of his control. He could have been a filmmaker.
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			A Powder Puff?
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					Rudolph Valentino and Beatrice Dominguez in the tango scene from The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921)—an iconic moment, or two kids on their way to early deaths

				
			
		

	
		
		
			
			REYNOLDS WOODCOCK poses a lot in Phantom Thread, hesitating over austerity and sensuality and disdainful. He’s a little like Rudolph Valentino. Now, think of the history.

			Between 1815 and 1918, there were official self-important revolutions in the grind of world action. Bismarck laid down the shape of modern Germany; South America was so torn by revolutions that its insurrections became a joke for “settled” societies. Slaves were “freed”—in principle at least—and the notion of black equality became an appealing white lie.

			In Russia, though modestly and locally in 1917, there was what became the Revolution. Meanwhile, the revolutions that had occurred in the United States and France had become models for progress. It was beginning to be thought possible that women could have rights. This would be a magnanimous gift from men.

			But there were other revolutions: in the circling mechanisms of combustion engines, aircraft propellers, the whir of generated electricity, and the conversion of external reality into a set of pretty images in the motion picture camera. One consequence not much noted was that something called the “lifelike” had come into being. This could seem like riches for storytelling, but there was more to it. Reality (or nature) could be handled. Cinema did it first, and while it took seventy years—until CGI (computer-generated imagery)—we had reassessed nature as a plaything or a theory.

			There was much to marvel at in the new thing called movie. It was a technological giddiness, reproducing movement and the passage of time as observed in life. The machine recorded duration, just as a photograph had become trusted as a means of identity. The photograph was rashly treasured for its apparent “accuracy.” But those snaps were half-hearted and imperfect compared with the way film presented a persuasive imitation of appearance or performance in a context of passing time.

			This became a new way of telling stories: we were eager to know what happened next, and serials rubbed that desire raw, so that we wanted it to be next week now. Movie was also, evidently, a business: we were charged admission, and anyone could see that it cost significant money to build a version of historic Babylon (Intolerance, 1916) or a city from the future (Metropolis, 1927).

			
			As the truth spread of how much money might be involved, so Hollywood represented absurd, transforming wealth in the naive imagination. This helped chase religious merit away in the rush of gambling. Moreover, this was money falling to hitherto impoverished, uneducated, and powerless people. That was another revolution after centuries of privileged ownership.

			These lifelike images played with what we could only call fantasy or desire. Participating in the lifelike enabled dreaming, just because we were not quite there, in the picture: Freud published The Interpretation of Dreams in 1899, four years after the Lumière brothers showed fragments of time and motion to an audience in Paris. Movies created a shining place we might like to occupy when the one we lived in was compromised or too dull. People in these movies were icons or demons, and we were their slaves or adherents. A fundless youth out of Italy became world-famous in a few years, so talked about that the man himself wilted under the attention, until the pale moon of his face was emptied out of personality.

			When Rudolph Valentino died, in August 1926, the funeral crowds in New York and Los Angeles were unprecedented. Reports claimed 100,000 on the streets of New York. At only thirty-one, “Rudy” had gained utter fame in just five years; so many adults had heard of him and recognized his empty “look.”

			Campbell’s Funeral Chapel in New York was just beginning to appreciate the power of public mourning; so it was interested in a new kind of funerary show—having the dead lie in state managed like a tableau for great crowds. Valentino’s was an early dramatic death in the age of movies, and he had been not simply a star but a vindication of being young, beautiful,…and different, ahead of the pulse of the moment. He had been a surprise, before the shock of his death, and proof of how a nobody and an alien could become iconic and even subversive. He was a guy, you had to agree, but he was more and less than that. He was a photographed spirit. In the old sense of the word, honored by children, he was a fairy.

			
			Valentino seemed bemused by the stir he caused. A month before his death, an
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