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For Valda





 


I want to have the utopian combination of security and freedom, and emotionally I need to be completely absorbed in some work or in a man I love. I think the first is to take or make freedom, which will give me the opportunity to become concentrated again & just hope that some sort of security follows & even if it doesn’t the struggle will keep me awake and alive.

—Lee Miller to Aziz Eloui Bey, November 17, 1938




I keep saying to everyone, “I didn’t waste a minute, all my life—I had a wonderful time,” but I know, myself, now that if I had it over again I’d be even more free with my ideas, with my body and my affections.

—Lee Miller to Roland Penrose, September 9, 1947
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Introduction

Lee Miller was one of the most remarkable, and underrecognized, photographers of the last century. At their best, her images put head, eye, and heart on one line of sight—to borrow a phrase from her friend Henri Cartier-Bresson. Like him, Lee Miller captured those decisive moments when reality seems to compose itself for the camera, when the visual world speaks. But because she did not pursue a conventional career, her reputation, until recently, has been eclipsed by her legend, and the famous men who helped construct it.

While it is true that Lee Miller’s early work in Paris recalls that of her lover Man Ray, it was uniquely her own—full of startling perspectives and witty surprises. In Egypt, her home in the mid-1930s, her unforced Surrealist eye saw familiar and unfamiliar sights through the skewed lens of her expatriation. In the 1940s, her World War II coverage for Vogue conveyed the urgency of combat, the horror of the death camps, and the war’s impact on ordinary lives—the collateral damage that gripped her long after it came to a close.

That Lee Miller was also one of the most beautiful women of the twentieth century has made it difficult to evaluate her work in its own right. Her astounding good looks seem to get in the way. For many, her beauty is at war with her accomplishment, as if the mind resists the thought of a dazzling woman who is a first-rate photographer.

One might even say that there are too many portraits of Lee Miller by better-known artists. Edward Steichen launched her as a model; Man Ray photographed her, whole and in parts, as his perversely enchanting muse; Jean Cocteau cast her as the spellbinding classical statue in his film Blood of a Poet; Picasso painted six portraits of her as a Provençal wench whose bare breasts inspire reveries of sexual freedom; Roland Penrose charted his erotic relations with her in a series of paintings that range from ecstatic to melancholy.

Mesmerized by her features, we look at Lee Miller but not into her. We think of her as a timeless icon. To this day, her life inspires features in the same glossy magazines for which she posed—articles explaining how to re-create her “look.” This approach turns the real woman into a screen on which beholders project their fantasies. Looking at her this way perpetuates the legend of Lee Miller as “an American free spirit wrapped in the body of a Greek goddess” (in the words of her friend John Phillips) while underplaying her élan, the imaginative and moral energy that magnetized those who knew her, often to their cost.1

In Lee Miller’s time, her admirers were equally spellbound by her beauty, but they also saw her as an incarnation of the modern woman—in the United States of the twenties, as a quintessential flapper; in Paris of the thirties, as a subversive garçonne or a maddeningly free femme surréaliste—one who sparked creativity in others but played the role of muse only when it suited her, and sought, despite her lovers’ objections, to keep her energy for herself.

Breaking free of conventional roles for women, whether in traditional or avant-garde circles, Lee Miller stirred up trouble for herself and those who loved her. Like screenwriter Anita Loos and actress Louise Brooks (whose careers she followed), she helped reshape women’s aspirations through her embrace of popular culture, starting with her appearances in Vogue after her accidental discovery, in 1927, by Condé Nast. At the same time, she pursued a self-directed training in art, stage design, photography, and, later, politics, all of which inform the incisive dispatches she wrote in the 1940s in her unexpected, and defining, role as Vogue’s war correspondent.

Lee Miller’s movement from model to combat photojournalist is perhaps the most remarkable metamorphosis in a life full of self-reinvention. “Who else has written equally well about GIs and Picasso?”2 the head of U.K. Vogue asked when she returned to London after the war. “Who else can get in at the death in St.-Malo and the rebirth of the fashion salons? Who else can swing from the Siegfried line one week to the new hip line the next?”

Two portraits of Lee Miller, emphasizing hats rather than hemlines, suggest her significance in her own time. The first, a drawing by Georges Lepape, appeared on the cover of Vogue a month before her twentieth birthday. Posed against Manhattan’s night sky, she stares into the future from beneath her helmetlike cloche hat—the incarnation of what it meant to be “moderne.”

Nearly two decades later, Vogue ran a striking shot of Lee Miller in uniform wearing a U.S. Army helmet: one can read in her eyes the imprint of the wounded and dying soldiers she had just photographed, for her first illustrated report on the Normandy invasion. These images suggest her exceptional range. The woman who inspired artists to depict her as the quintessential flapper became the photographer whose war images, like those of her colleague Margaret Bourke-White, still have the power to set our hair on end.

Yet if I were to choose one image to represent her, it might be the self-portrait she called LM par LM—Lee Miller by Lee Miller. Taken after she moved into her Montparnasse studio in 1930, near Man Ray’s yet at a slight distance, it differs from his better-known portraits of her in its unposed quality, the way it reveals how it felt to be alone with herself. LM par LM lets us see the softness she rarely showed to others, since even then, she behaved as if she were one of the guys, an American garçonne.

Reading Lee Miller’s letters, one learns that her sense of herself, shaped by psychic wounds sustained in childhood, was far from confident. Beneath her defiant pose, she experienced the doubts that were papered over in her ever-expanding search for freedom. The unstable balancing act between her quest for fulfillment, personal and creative, and her need for love registered in the alcoholism and depression of her later years, when early trauma and the aftereffects of combat returned to haunt her.

Lee Miller’s life can be seen as segmented—a set of phases through which she moved as if going from one role to another in a number of wildly different movies. When one stands at a distance from the ways she caught the world’s attention—as Vogue model, avant-garde muse, stylish portraitist, photojournalist, and unexpectedly, gourmet cook—her restless desire for change occupies the foreground.

But if one changes the focus to see her close-up, themes emerge from beneath the surface of her variousness. Continuities reveal themselves. To borrow a metaphor from photography, the biographer needs a set of different lenses, focused now at a distance for the big picture, now at close range for detail. A flexible vantage point helps us grasp a life in its multiple contexts, but also to feel the subject’s inwardness, the emotional and aesthetic imperatives at work even as she seized each chance to reinvent herself.

To understand someone who met the world visually, we must also look through her eyes—and in the case of Lee Miller, note her compositions’ expressive use of space. In each phase of her work, she took photographs characterized by her feel for the medium as a way to speak bodily truths that otherwise remain silent. Her archive guides us in this reading, one that tells the tale of a life that was multiple, yet marked by fault lines revealed at times of stress, leaving traces on her most mysteriously moving photographs.

At the same time, she was extraordinarily able to respond to what came her way, to meet reality on its own ground. Lee Miller’s gift for being in the moment created compositions that say, simply, this is how it was—as if in the onrush of life, she caught the essence of each scene or person in her viewfinder. Her images have the feel of fortuitous encounters.

Appropriately, it was chance, or synchronicity, that brought us together. I met Lee Miller in 1977, when I happened to sit beside her at a public event in Paris. We began to talk. The conversation continued the next day. She told me about her life in Poughkeepsie, Manhattan, Paris, and Egypt, then about the war and its aftermath. I knew right away that I wanted to write about her after the completion of my project at that time, a life of her friend Mina Loy. Years later, seeing Lee’s war images—in which her surrealist imagination meets a shattered reality head-on—impelled me to pursue the idea. The encouragement of her son, Antony Penrose, who opened the Lee Miller Archive to me, made it possible for me to do so.

Since then, I have interviewed scores of her friends, family, and associates, many of whom are still puzzled by her life’s discontinuities; worked in archives in the United States, Britain, and France; read widely on all areas of her life; and corresponded with specialists on related projects—often returning to the Lee Miller Archive to verify details and refine interpretations. It has been moving to handle the diverse documents held there and encountered elsewhere—a favorite book from her childhood, The Goop Directory; a notebook filled with adolescent musings; emergency guides to London during the Blitz; the yellow cotton Jewish star she took as a souvenir after the liberation of Paris—and to pore over her correspondence, the eloquent, teasing letters she signed “Lovelee.” As I pieced together her life from these materials and from work by others, it sometimes felt as if I were assembling a puzzle from which pieces were missing.

Eerily, it seemed as if Lee Miller’s past had entered my present when I read in a 1937 letter to Roland Penrose that she saw her life as a jigsaw puzzle, one whose pieces “don’t match in shape or design”; trying to compose a new shape with these mismatched bits, she wondered if she were “ever meant to fit together.”3 This metaphor (Miller loved puzzles of all kinds) recurs in descriptions of her state of mind: “I feel about as popular as a leper and as rational as a scattered jigsaw puzzle,” she wrote in 1945, when in despair about the future of Europe, and her own.4

It was difficult to understand her turn to gourmet cooking in the 1950s, after she settled in London, married Penrose, and stopped working as a fulltime photographer. Lee chose cookery “for therapeutic reasons,” her friend Bettina McNulty explained, “to put her wartime experiences behind her and to share the results of her efforts with her wide circle.”5 After trying her more outrageous Surrealist-inspired recipes, I understood that cooking provided some of the sensual and artistic immediacy she had found in photography. An intensely social person, Lee created in her kitchen a vibrant conviviality, a world she sustained and, to some extent, composed to her liking—though when dinner finally appeared, she and her guests were often in their cups.

In the end, Lee Miller could not fit the pieces of her life into a coherent pattern. Few of us can. It is the work of the biographer to complete the pattern while indicating the convergences and discrepancies, the matching up of the scattered bits. Looking when possible through her eyes—in the case of a great photographer, a transformative experience—this life of Lee Miller relates her baffled search for integration within herself, with those she loved, and with her time, even as she took every opportunity to defy and confound its conventions. Despite her attitude toward photography (she believed, as did many of her contemporaries, that it was a technique, not an art), Lee Miller produced a body of work that continues to surprise us, revealing moments of composure in the midst of chaos, boldly aligning head, eye, and heart.



Part One
Elizabeth
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Florence, Erik, Elizabeth, John, and Theodore Miller, 1914 (Theodore Miller) (photo credit 1.1)




Chapter 1
A Poughkeepsie Girlhood

(1907–15)

On April 23, 1907, Theodore Miller entered the birth of his daughter, Elizabeth, in his diary, noting the time of day (4:15 p.m.), the place (the Miller home, 40 South Clinton Street, Poughkeepsie, New York), her weight (seven pounds), and the names of those in attendance (Dr. Gribbon and Nurse Ferguson). His firstborn, Elizabeth’s brother John, had come into the world two years earlier, but the little girl—Li Li, then Te Te, Bettie, and in her twentieth year, Lee—would always be her father’s favorite. Her blue eyes and blond curls enchanted him. Whatever name she went by, she was his Elizabeth, whose growth he would continue to document, one might almost say obsessively.

By the time Elizabeth was born, Theodore Miller was the superintendent of Poughkeepsie’s largest employer, the DeLaval Separator Company (its machines separated heavier liquids from lighter ones). An ambitious man of thirty-five who was on his way to becoming one of the town’s elite, he had married three years earlier after securing his position at DeLaval’s recently enlarged plant on the bank of the Hudson River. Florence Miller, his wife, is not mentioned in the diary entry, as if her part in the arrival of their daughter could not be reckoned among the facts and figures that gave him his grip on the world. Perhaps it was taken for granted. Like most men of his time, Theodore believed that a woman’s place was at home, a man’s with the new world of science and technology—the forces that enabled entrepreneurs like himself and the country as a whole to move forward.

Theodore always said that he came of a long line of mechanics. A tall, erect man with penetrating blue eyes, he might have stepped out of a Horatio Alger novel. Born in 1872 in the aptly named Mechanicsville, Ohio, he grew up in Richmond, Indiana, at that time the largest Quaker settlement in the country. Although the Millers were not Quakers, he thought well of this sect despite his opposition to formal religion and, in adulthood, his atheism. More important to him than the Society of Friends and the Inner Light were facts. As a youth he had worked in a roller-skate-wheel factory, then a machine shop where he operated lathes. Earning his qualification in mechanical engineering through a correspondence course reinforced the idea that hard work led not only to self-improvement but also to material rewards.

When telling his children about his rise in the world, Theodore emphasized the Miller self-reliance. His ancestors included Hessian mercenaries who had fought for the British in the Revolutionary War; his father was famous as the man who laid seven thousand bricks a day when helping to build Antioch College; his older brother, Fred, was an engineer widely known as the editor of the American Machinist. Theodore’s career illustrated the belief that a self-confident man could try his hand at anything. In his twenties he had worked in New Jersey at a U.S. Navy shipyard, in Brooklyn at a typewriter factory, in Mexico at the Monterrey Steel Works, and in Utica, New York, at the Drop Forge and Tool Company, where he became general manager. So intent upon making his way that he did not think about marriage until he turned thirty, he then proposed to Florence MacDonald, the fair-haired Canadian nurse who had cared for him during his treatment for typhoid at Utica Hospital.

It was typical of their union that the children heard more about the Millers than about the MacDonalds. Florence told them little of her background except that her people were Scots-Irish settlers from Brockville, Ontario, where she was born in 1881, and that her parents had died when she was a girl, after which she went to live with relatives. Only later did they learn that the MacDonalds had been defeated by their hard, rocky land, and that Florence had had little education apart from nurse’s training. Then, nursing was one of the few paths open to women from poor families. There were more opportunities in the United States than at home but the work required dedication. Florence would have earned little more than room and board at the training hospital in Utica—except for the hope that once certified, she could work anywhere. Theodore Miller may have won her heart, but he was also a good catch.

Their life together as members of Poughkeepsie’s bourgeoisie began when they married in 1904, after he had settled into his position at DeLaval. It would have required an adjustment on Florence’s part to manage a household staffed with servants, including some from the town’s black community. In the few family photographs taken before 1904 Florence is a shy, slender young woman. She was happy to trade her white cap and nurse’s uniform for the large-brimmed hats and flowing gowns of the 1900s, to collect bric-a-brac for her new house, and in time, once her children were at school, to educate herself.

Although Florence took her turn giving the tea parties expected of the Poughkeepsie ladies with whom she mingled, some insecurity prevented her from enjoying these occasions. She fussed about details. Unsure which of Poughkeepsie’s many Protestant churches to attend, she tried them all. Traces of her time as a nurse were still discernible in her bathroom, where white tiles and a doctor’s scale implied that cleanliness was next to godliness. Florence retained a horror of germs and a reverence for doctors. She was also in awe of her husband, who was nearly ten years older and the mainstay of their comfortable life.

The Millers often told their children a story from their early days in Poughkeepsie. Because of Theodore’s position, the local chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution invited his bride to join this ultraconservative organization. Florence filled in the genealogical forms required of new members. Her husband’s Hessian forebears, who had fought against the revolution that gave the group its name, raised a few eyebrows, but as soon as the membership committee saw that she was Canadian, the invitation was withdrawn. Having been treated as less than loyal Americans, the Millers turned the incident into a joke. And since it was impossible to infiltrate the old families whose cupolaed mansions overlooked the Hudson, they made the best of the matter by establishing themselves as citizens of the new century.
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Depending upon whom you were talking to, Poughkeepsie in the 1900s was either a declining regional capital or an industrial center ready to take advantage of its strategic location. Both accounts were accurate. To the town’s more progressive citizens, its values seemed Victorian. Yet at the same time, institutions like Vassar College—located two miles east of town—were trying out new ideas about women’s social and intellectual potential, and forward-looking businesses like DeLaval, a Swedish firm, were rethinking the relations between civic and professional life. Many Poughkeepsians believed they lived at the center of things. The New York Central’s trains sped north along the Hudson to Albany and south to New York City, the bridge across the river encouraged trips west to New Paltz and the Catskills, the Dutchess Turnpike ran east past rich farmlands to Connecticut.

Since the eighteenth century, the “river families,” the old guard of Dutchess County, had looked down from their hilltop estates on the villages along the Hudson’s shores as if they were the fiefs in some American version of feudalism. Poughkeepsie, a town of twenty-four thousand when Elizabeth was born, had always been something of an exception. Its inhabitants prided themselves on their town’s history as a seventeenth-century Dutch settlement and an early state capital, the site of New York’s ratification convention for the U.S. Constitution, and from the 1860S on, the hub of swift railroad connections to the north and west. Although the symbol of the new century, the Twentieth Century Limited, flew past Poughkeepsie on its way from New York to Chicago, the city’s position halfway between New York and Albany was thought to ensure its influence—provided the town fathers could agree on what was meant by progress and how to go about implementing it.

Prominent Poughkeepsians looked to technology as the way to be “up-to-date.” At a time when civic leaders all over the United States indulged in boosterism to enhance their town’s reputation at the expense of neighboring ones, they proclaimed Poughkeepsie’s superiority over its rivals, Syracuse and Albany. Yet in reality it had grown very little since the 1870s, a number of businesses having failed or gone elsewhere. Industries clustered along the Hudson in former times had included shipbuilders, dye mills, a brewery, and an ironworks, many of which had been replaced by larger, more modern concerns like DeLaval and Queen Undermuslins, a manufacturer of women’s underwear. What was good for these businesses was good for Poughkeepsie, town officials said, as were recent municipal gains like electric lights, telephones, and macadam paving. But there were those who said that they had been right to decline Thomas Edison’s offer to make Poughkeepsie the first fully electrified American city, after which he bestowed the honor upon Newburgh.

In Theodore Miller’s espousal of modern technology, he spoke for the “progressives,” those who favored any and all improvements. His credentials—a professional engineer’s license, membership in the American Society of Mechanical Engineers, and his new post—so impressed members of the town’s preeminent social group for men, the Amrita Club, that they made him a member within months of his arrival in 1903. There he met local aristocrats like the Roosevelts and those who were on their way to positions of influence in banking, commerce, and politics. By the time Elizabeth was born, Theodore was known as the forward-looking manager of DeLaval’s large workforce or, alternately, as its benevolent dictator.

DeLaval had opened the plant in 1892 for the manufacture of its centrifugal cream separator (which separated cream from milk), then enlarged it the year before Miller was hired to quell labor unrest. A history of Poughkeepsie published in 1905 hails DeLaval as the town’s most advanced industry, functioning with electricity “driven by a dynamo driven by the only turbine engine so far installed in the city.”1 Over the years, new applications were developed for DeLaval’s machines. Theodore oversaw the production of machinery designed to clean industrial oils and varnishes, prepare blood plasma, and perform other tasks based on the principle of separating solids from liquids. The company was known as a good place to work. Theodore paid higher wages than were being paid in the rest of the county, instituted a forty-eight-hour workweek, and set up employee benefits including a restaurant, insurance, and profit sharing. To a labor force that had known harsh conditions elsewhere, he seemed a humane employer.

Nonetheless, good labor relations depended upon the employees’ knowing their place. The noblesse oblige attitude that prevailed in social circles—the river families’ distant patronage of their inferiors—operated at DeLaval. Theodore’s position, which would lead to his serving on the boards of civic institutions, planning commissions, and local banks, presupposed absolute control of his workers. The women employees whom he fondled did not complain of harassment, the members of ethnic groups—Italians, Poles, and other minorities, mostly Catholic—did little in the face of the “Wasp” values that kept them from advancing, and the few members of the town’s black community thought themselves lucky to have jobs. Theodore’s strict rule over his five hundred employees was taken for granted.

In this respect his ideas about the workforce were only somewhat more liberal than those of his cronies at the Amrita Club, which barred from membership Jews, Catholics, and blacks. Members invited their wives and daughters to a New Year’s Day tea dance, but the rest of the time women were excluded. Much of Poughkeepsie’s growth was decided at the Amrita Club’s dinner table, which was served by the best cook in town. Like the rest of Dutchess County, the city fathers were Republicans, but in this respect as in others (such as his atheism), Theodore demonstrated his independence of mind by voting Democratic. Despite these eccentricities, his preeminence was not disputed.

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, civic leaders had sought to express the town’s standing in monumental public buildings. In 1912, when the Amrita Club’s elegant new premises were completed, members concluded that they too belonged to the country’s elite—since McKim, Mead and White, the architects of New York’s Harvard Club, had designed their Colonial Revival headquarters. The new building, the mayor declaimed, symbolized “the orderly progress of a community” by incorporating modern conveniences into a design recalling the town’s colonial beginnings.2 Poughkeepsie was “the ‘City Beautiful,’ ” according to the board of trade. Greek Revival banks, Gothic churches, and Renaissance palazzo department stores lent a sense of history; the mansard roofs of Vassar’s Main Building evoked the Tuileries Palace, the Eastman Business College’s turrets recalled Oxbridge. Young men entering the portals of the new YMCA, whose façade evoked a Medicean palace, would emerge “the better for that beauty,” the town fathers told themselves.3

The young men of the day, most of whom hoped to make their way as Theodore Miller had, no doubt felt the better for time spent out of doors rather than inside the edifices intended to civilize them. Few could afford the train trip to New York, where increasingly people of Miller’s standing would go for entertainment; many were intimidated by the idea of the big city. Young people took part in a round of local activities that began in autumn with trips to apple orchards for cider, winter carnivals, ice skating and boating on the frozen Hudson, fishing in April when the shad ran downriver, and in warmer months, garden parties and socials beneath the flowering fruit trees or among the azaleas.

The social calendar peaked in June when rowing crews from the Ivy League colleges came to train for the Intercollegiate Regatta. Poughkeepsians spoke proudly of having won out over Saratoga Springs, the home of the regatta until 1898—when the broad four-mile stretch of the Hudson north of town was deemed more appropriate than Lake Saratoga. Thousands of rowing enthusiasts came by train to stroll along the river, watch the rowers, and boost the local economy. The crews and their supporters occupied all the rooms in the area. Young men in boater hats strolled around town in the company of ladies with upswept hairdos; romances flourished. For a month the river was a watery stage crisscrossed by ferryboats full of rowing buffs and lined by viewing stands on specially fitted railroad cars.

This spectacle enchanted the local girls and decided the futures of a number of Vassar students, some of whom settled in Poughkeepsie. Elizabeth Miller had no such fate in mind for herself. She would always refer to her hometown as “P’ok”—as in poke, to prod, pry, or meddle, and pokey, as in cramped, frumpy, or, in slang, a prison—and she would do anything to épater the local bourgeoisie. Once she knew something about the Old World always being evoked in “P’ok,” Europe became her destination. By the end of her life, when she had lived abroad for fifty years, she had assimilated the Surrealists’ antibourgeois stance and accepted her odd status as the wife of Sir Roland Penrose—this after having been born into privilege, American style, and turning her back on what Poughkeepsie had to offer.

Yet the geography of Lee Miller’s escapes—to New York, Paris, Cairo, and then to the movable country of the avant-garde—was mapped onto the landscape of Dutchess County as its opposite. Despite her hometown’s narrow-mindedess, it amused her to sign her name (as she did on a Caribbean cruise) as Lady Penrose of Poughkeepsie, New York.
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The Millers lived until 1912 in the comfortable frame house on South Clinton Street where Elizabeth was born. Theodore liked the location near the center of town, Florence walked to the local shops beneath the flowering cherry trees and Japanese maples that lined the street, an Italian organ-grinder played his spirited tunes outside their door, and the fife-and-drum band passed, waving banners, on the Fourth of July. After the birth of Elizabeth’s younger brother, Erik, in 1910, her parents talked of moving to the country. Wherever they lived, Elizabeth always saw Erik as her playmate, a loyal sidekick ready to do her bidding. The Millers arranged to limit their family to the three children, another choice thought by some to show a progressive spirit.

Yet each parent’s marked attachment to the child of the opposite sex struck some of their contemporaries as unusual. Florence preferred her firstborn. She dressed John in girls’ clothing and tied bows in his hair until he was six, when she reluctantly agreed to trim his curls—a year after Theodore had himself cut Elizabeth’s long fine hair and commemorated the event with before-and-after photographs. In a kind of reversed symmetry, Elizabeth often wore boys’ clothing. Theodore so obviously preferred his daughter that John not unreasonably formed the opinion that girls had all the luck: they won their fathers’ attention and didn’t have to do chores. The two older children would share little except a passionate interest in machinery and what the family called their strong-mindedness. In most respects, they were opposites.
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“Elizabeth and her daddy,” October 19, 1907 (Theodore Miller) (photo credit 1.2)

From an early age Elizabeth disdained dolls, except when required to pose with one for Theodore, who used his camera to document her childhood on all occasions. He photographed himself holding John while both watched Florence with three-week-old Elizabeth, his little girl swathed in stiff white garments (“Elizabeth as a starched daisy”), himself holding her aloft at six months (“Elizabeth and her daddy”), John and his sister eating “in their pelts” on a hot day. No one thought much of his nude photos of Elizabeth at eighteen months, although it must have been hard to make her sit still on her wicker chair for both profile and rear views. The family albums hold many more shots of Theodore’s daughter, all meticulously captioned in purple ink, than of his sons.

Theodore had many more occasions for picturesque shots after their move in 1912 to Cedar Hill Farm, four miles south of town. The property, which covered 165 acres, became a vast playground for the children. They lived first at Cedar Hill cottage, then in a two-story frame house. Over the next eight years, as Elizabeth grew up, her father enclosed the porch, added rooms, and built a playhouse behind the house with a bronze bell in the belfry to summon the children. Theodore’s code worked according to birth order, one ring repeated three times for John, two rings for Elizabeth, three for Erik. Once Theodore gave John his own tools, the playhouse became John’s shop. The younger children watched him build a locomotive that ran on a track equipped with a switch to avoid collisions and that had eight brass wheels that Theodore had specially cast. They sustained skinned knees from the inevitable wrecks as the train raced on its wooden tracks down the hill behind the house, across the flat land, and up the opposite hillside. Until John transferred his love of trains to airplanes, all three looked forward to their future as engineers.

Elizabeth habitually played boys’ games. Delighted when John allowed her to ride his train, she developed such an interest in locomotives that she disappeared one day when the family was about to begin a train trip. Her parents worried until the conductor appeared to explain that she had gone to inspect the engine. Much of her play involved tinkering with things and taking them apart out of curiosity, a trait encouraged by her father. With John and Erik she built a waterwheel beside the stream that ran through the property—where they picnicked, swam, and picked watercress in the summer. She learned the rudiments of photography from Theodore, who gave her a box camera—at a time when Kodak ads enticed young customers to adopt the Brownie as the latest, and most creative, kind of toy. She climbed trees, camped, went riding and fishing with white bows in her flyaway blond hair—her mother’s attempt to keep her from being a tomboy.

The children saw their father as a cross between a wizard and an inventor. While remodeling the farmhouse, he added running water, a heating system, and electricity, but what impressed them even more were gadgets of his own design: a new kind of nutcracker, a light that came on when the cupboard was opened, a sealed photo lab set up in a converted bathroom. Theodore taught John to use either hand for certain tasks to make him ambidextrous and encouraged the children to write with both hands, as he did—an interest adopted by Elizabeth, with the result that her handwriting varies as much as his does. Theodore’s respect for facts—the time, the weather, one’s digestion, or how one had slept—implied that such matters were bedrock. What counted was what one could measure or record.

Inventors were national heroes while the Miller children were growing up. The proximity of Locust Grove, the richly landscaped property that had been the home of Samuel Morse, maintained its owner’s reputation as an American Leonardo. That the inventor of the telegraph and Morse code had also been a leading nineteenth-century artist and an agriculturalist provided another example of masculine omnicompetence. His Italianate villa, said to be connected telegraphically to the major sites of North America, sat at the end of a curving drive that led to a romantic “French” garden. Locust Grove was more patrician than Cedar Hill Farm, and Theodore Miller was a man of the new age. Yet in some ways his vision of a healthy setting for his children’s development harked back to the values with which his generation had been raised.

Since Theodore spent his days at the DeLaval plant, it made sense to have the property farmed by others. Through Florence’s relatives, Theodore contacted the man his children would call Uncle Ephraim Miller, though he was not a relative. Ephraim traveled from Canada to Poughkeepsie with his wife, four daughters, and livestock to run the farm, which he did in the manner current in his homeland. They made all their own food except for staples, used flails to harvest grain, and lived according to the tenets of his Methodist faith. The girls played enthusiastically with Elizabeth and her brothers except on Sundays, when they walked the four miles to town to attend church. Theodore disapproved of what he called Ephraim’s backwardness—his lack of interest in modern equipment—but until some years later, when he replaced Ephraim with a more forward-looking manager, the children had playmates with whom they formed an extended family.

During the long winters, when the family was often snowbound, Florence read them instructive stories like Margaret Sidney’s Five Little Peppers and How They Grew. They were better off than the fatherless Pepper children, yet it sometimes seemed as if their home on Cedar Hill Farm resembled the little brown house of this impoverished but cheerful group. At first, before Theodore added a bathroom, they too heated water on a coal stove and bathed in the kitchen. Unlike the Pepper parents, however, their father was a force to be reckoned with, and their mother was not obliged to take in sewing. Nor could anyone imagine Elizabeth imitating industrious Polly Pepper by coaxing cakes out of brown flour and old raisins. The Peppers’ rags-to-riches saga (a millionaire railroad director, Mr. King, becomes their benefactor) sketched out an alternative to the Horatio Alger model, one in which all were so unvaryingly kind that their elevation to a more aristocratic way of life did little to change them.

Elizabeth preferred a series in a different vein, the Goop books. Ostensibly created to tell children what not to do, Gelett Burgess’s unruly Goops sent up the moralism of nineteenth-century children’s stories and, in the process, made bad behavior look delicious. (Burgess betrayed his sympathy for his big-headed imps in one series title, Goops and How to Be Them.) Infantile crimes like Talking While Eating, Whining, Sulking, and Not Minding Mother were portrayed as reprehensible, yet one guesses from the subtitle of a later edition, his manuals “for impolite infants, depicting the characteristics of many naughty and thoughtless children,” did more to inspire Goop-emulation than to persuade children to its opposite. The Goop Directory, which Elizabeth kept in her adult library, attributed infantile indiscretions to familiarly named children: one Eliza Puddingfoot, found guilty of Cheating at Play, is shunned by all but so dominates the illustration that one cannot feel sorry for her.

Unlike the recently departed Mr. Pepper, Theodore was a major presence in the children’s lives. He interested himself and them in pastimes befitting a man of his position—like Teddy Roosevelt, he disappeared for several weeks each fall to hunt deer and bear, which he brought home as trophies. He was gregarious and loved to travel, at first by train, then in the big Buick sedan he bought in 1917. The children peered through its cut-glass panels as they toured with their parents during summer holidays, when they went to the mountains and seashore, or to visit their prosperous Uncle Fred, whose island estate on the Delaware River impressed them more than Morse’s house at Locust Grove.

The Millers also attended performances at Poughkeepsie’s Collingwood Opera House, where under the auspices of high culture, they saw everything from farce to vaudeville. The children were taken there to experience the novelty of the day, the “motion pictures” used as curtain-raisers before more high-class events. They were also initiated into Theodore’s passion for the stereoscope—a photographic camera and viewer that purveyed with a startling depth and detail images of exotic places, technological marvels, and humorous or titillating scenarios. What the children did not see, presumably, were the stereoscopic poses of naked women widely available at the turn of the century and still popular at gentlemen-only venues like the Amrita Club. It was one thing to gaze at the prickly texture of pineapple plants in Hawaii and quite another to contemplate bare-breasted harem girls recumbent on their couches.

Theodore often told the children about his upbringing. As a boy he had never defied his father. He saw himself as a strict but reasonable parent: if the children talked back or otherwise misbehaved, they were sent to their rooms. Elizabeth’s remarks about Erik’s table manners resulted in angry retorts by Florence, who told her not to criticize the little boy, then sent her upstairs to contemplate her goopishness: she had not only hurt her brother’s feelings but set a bad example. Theodore told the children that they could do as they pleased as long as it didn’t harm anyone. Good behavior was based on ethical principles. In his view his large collection of books on atheism made more sense than the Bible. Organized religions produced fanatics who believed in miracles or unyielding throwbacks like Uncle Ephraim. As a concession to Florence the family attended the Unitarian church, which had the merit of not greatly challenging Theodore’s outlook while also maintaining contact with Protestant doctrine.

In later years Theodore met once a week with the Episcopalian minister, to whom he referred as his spiritual adviser, but as if to balance his influence, often invited him to dinner with the head of Vassar’s astronomy department. Since his sister Elizabeth had married a Quaker missionary, Theodore made an exception for this sect. Little Elizabeth listened attentively to her aunt’s stories of life in Japan when the Binfords came to visit, and dressed for photo sessions in the kimono and obi brought as gifts, along with swords and armor for her brothers. These glimpses of other lives, combined with evenings spent looking through the stereoscope viewer at faraway lands—Hawaii, India, or Japan, where the Binfords lived—inspired a precocious wanderlust.

John lost interest in trains after his father took him to see Glenn Curtiss, a contemporary of the Wright Brothers who in 1910 landed his flying machine near their farm to refuel. The experience so impressed the little boy that he vowed to become a pilot. Elizabeth, still enchanted by terrestrial engines, discovered a source of inspiration other than her father in an equally unlikely place. Decades later, recalling her first motion picture—“a thrill-packed reel of a spark-shedding locomotive dashing through tunnels and over trestles”—she could still feel its dizzying speed and see the “head of the train glar[ing] at its own tail” as it curved around a chasm.4 “Nothing whatever stayed still,” she wrote, “and I pulled eight dollars worth of fringe from the rail of our loge, in my whooping, joyful frenzy.”

What inspired her rapture was not the film’s engineer but a character who documented their ride as it happened—“the intrepid cameraman himself who wore his cap backwards, and was paid ‘danger money.’ ” In this retrospective account of her seven-year-old self, the child’s identification with her on-screen hero is one with an intoxicating sense of forward motion. It is an intense visceral memory for a little girl who years later as a photographer would neither stay still nor receive her due in fame or “danger money.”
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Something of a spark-shedding locomotive herself, Elizabeth led an untrameled life compared to other girls. Brought up as her daddy’s darling, she was used to roaming over the farm, alone or with her brothers, and to getting her way. She was also confident in her powers of judgment and determined to discover how things worked, especially if they were men’s business. Above all, she was drawn to the conjoining of motion and materiality in machines—whether DeLaval’s separators, which broke matter into its constituent parts, the locomotives of the New York Central line, or her father’s well-appointed touring cars. These engines stirred the little girl’s imagination—in which she too was full of energy and sufficient unto herself, like the train curling back on its own beginning. Recalling the ourobouros (the snake biting its tail—an archetype of nature’s continuity), this strong figure conveys the child’s sense of autonomy.
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Elizabeth on her fourth birthday (Theodore Miller) (photo credit 1.3)

From her mother’s perspective, however, Elizabeth was unladylike. Florence wanted her to look more like the girl of the family. After her marriage Florence had cut a fashionable figure—until three pregnancies and the Millers’ removal to the farm combined to increase her girth. When Elizabeth was little, Florence dressed her as a small version of herself in a miniature nurse’s uniform. On the principle that while her behavior was unruly she could at least dress properly, for special occasions Elizabeth wore white lace frocks and embroidered jackets, or a white alpaca coat with matching muff, gloves,hat, and hairbow. In photo albums she appears alternately in her overalls and gumboots and in the delicate feminine garments of her mother’s choosing.

While Elizabeth’s early life was happy, it is hard to know what to make of her parents’ relationship. On the one hand, Theodore was as much a domestic tyrant as an industrial one; Florence deferred to him, tacitly accepting his liaisons with other women. On the other hand, she was not without influence. After he initiated her into his passion for photography, Florence agreed to pose in the nude. This unusual request seems not to have alarmed her, no doubt because he explained that such portraits were “Art.” They were for his own enjoyment, and nudism was, in any case, a progressive practice. Such things were taken for granted in the family.

Theodore regularly made trips to DeLaval’s home office in Stockholm. One winter, after his return, the neighbors thought he had gone mad when they saw him sliding down the snow-covered hills on a pair of curved boards; until then, skis were unknown in Poughkeepsie. The children caught on quickly after he made skis for them by steaming boards to turn up the ends. In addition to the skis, he came home with great respect for Swedish manufacturing. In Stockholm DeLaval was thought a genius, in the same company as Alfred Nobel. Theodore also looked with interest on the early stages of the Swedish social welfare program and the gradual rise of the Social Democrats, although their policies regarding workers’ rights differed from his own. Although Sweden had come late to modernization, its industrial breakthrough predisposed him in the country’s favor.

When Swedish friends visited Poughkeepsie, they often brought presents for the Miller children. Family photos show Elizabeth dressed as a Swedish girl or holding a Swedish doll. During the Millers’ visit to Sweden in July 1913, they spent several idyllic days at a DeLaval associate’s summer home on Lake Mälaren with an attractive young couple, the Kajerdts, who later came to the United States to work with the company’s American branch. When in Poughkeepsie, the couple often visited the Millers. Astrid Kajerdt (who had no children of her own) took a fancy to Elizabeth, whose blond good looks may have reminded her of home. Her affection was reciprocated—so much so that Elizabeth looked forward to staying with the Kajerdts in Brooklyn while Florence recovered from an illness.

Mrs. Kajerdt wrote to Florence about Elizabeth’s impressions—when they went into the subway she asked whether night had fallen—and her ability to “take things so natural and feel quite at home with everything and everybody.”5 They fed the squirrels in the park, rode on a merry-go-round, and inspected Abraham and Straus’s toy department. Elizabeth made new friends—the boy upstairs and Mrs. Kajerdt’s brother-in-law, “Uncle Bob,” who took his meals with the family. Everyone enjoyed her, Astrid wrote: “It is strange how a child can make you young again. She really is the most important person in the house at present, but I will try my best not to let the gentlemen spoil her.”

This visit marked the end of Elizabeth’s sense of security and, in some ways, her childhood—at the age of seven. One day when Astrid went shopping, she left the girl in the care of a male friend, “Uncle Bob” or a nephew who was also staying with the Kajerdts on leave from his tour of duty as a sailor. The details of what happened are unclear. Mrs. Kajerdt’s correspondence ended abruptly; Theodore’s diaries are mute on the subject even though Elizabeth was rushed to Poughkeepsie. At nine her brother John did not know the word rape, but he later surmised that Elizabeth’s caretaker had raped her during Mrs. Kajerdt’s absence. Given the secrecy surrounding such matters it is no wonder that John had to piece together the story, which was never explained.

For Elizabeth the experience was so unexpected, so traumatic, and so impossible to process that its impact must be inferred from the patterns of her later life. During rape, integrity is ruptured, trust in the world undone. The act deprives the victim of her autonomy whether or not she can defend herself. Often a kind of numbing ensues. The helpless person may experience an altered state of consciousness in which the attack seems unreal: “as though she is observing from outside her body, or as though the whole experience is a bad dream from which she will shortly awaken.”6 Judging by Lee Miller’s adult life, she never quite awoke from this nightmare. The damage done to her seven-year-old self stayed with her, even though she later made use of her ability to observe as if objectively what was happening to her body.

If rape is also understood as a violation of inwardness, “the most sacred and private repository of the self,” its impact on a young child—whose self is a work in progress—is all the more terrifying.7 Maya Angelou, raped by a family friend at about the same age, called the episode “a breaking and entering when even the senses are torn apart.”8 Decades later, Lee Miller put her outraged emotions into her compositions—where enigmatic doorways hint at damage to the house of the self, or look to a space beyond loss and trauma.
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Although there are many uncertainties about this turning point in Elizabeth’s life, its impact is apparent in Theodore’s photographs. In one of them, most likely taken before her stay in Brooklyn, she stands between John and Erik, with her parents planted protectively behind them. Wearing a white summer dress, matching shoes and stockings, and a large bow in her hair, she smiles confidently. The embrace of her family is taken for granted. In another photo, made less than a year later, Elizabeth stands alone with one arm propped against the support of the playhouse. She wears shapeless overalls, her hair is slicked back and bowless, her expression at once depressed and angry. Barely eight, she seems quite unlike her self from the previous year. Much later, John observed that his sister never fully assimilated the trauma. “It changed her whole life and attitude,” he reflected—adding as an afterthought, “she went wild.”9

After her return home Elizabeth’s recovery was still uncharted. Reestablishing a sense of trust after rape depends to a large extent on family members’ attitudes. Nothing in Theodore’s commitment to the certainty of facts could have prepared him for this emergency, nor did nurse’s training at the turn of the century include advice on the subject. The Millers turned not to a spiritual adviser but to a doctor, probably a psychiatrist. They understood him to say that they must tell Elizabeth that the damage was not permanent, since sex was one thing and love another. This applied Freudianism sounded up-to-date, but had the effect of separating body from spirit, the senses from the emotions.

The task of attending to their daughter’s physical condition fell to Florence, who realized that the rape had not only changed Elizabeth’s attitude but had left her with a disease, which was soon diagnosed as gonorrhea. In the first decades of the century, public health officials warned that an epidemic of such complaints threatened the country; Dr. Prince Morrow, an expert on “the diseases of vice,” warned that syphilis and gonorrhea had invaded the habitations of virtue. Although polite discourse did not permit discussion of such matters, sexually transmitted diseases constituted a grave problem—both ethically, since innocent females contracted these diseases unknowingly, and in their effect on the body politic.10 Gonorrhea was, Morrow believed, the single most powerful factor in depopulation: 50 percent of infected women became sterile. Moreover, the treatments then available could have disastrous consequences. “The flower of our land, our young women,” another expert wrote, “are being mutilated and unsexed by surgical life-saving measures because of these diseases.”11

Since no one in Poughkeepsie could know the cause of Elizabeth’s illness, her case had to be handled discreetly—which meant continued isolation during her recovery. Florence took her to Vassar Hospital several times a week for the next year. Before sulfa drugs, the treatment for gonorrhea in females consisted of an antiseptic sitz bath followed by the “irrigation” of the bladder with a solution of potassium permanganate (the ominous-sounding equipment included a glass catheter, douche can, and rubber tubing), after which the patient was douched with a mixture of boric acid, carbolic acid, and several oils.12 As if this were not enough, the cervix had to be probed twice a week with cotton-wool swabs to remove secretions, then daubed with a solution of “picric acid in glycerine.”

Florence administered these treatments in her immaculate white bathroom.Although the boys were not supposed to know what was happening, John heard his sister cry out when their mother performed the irrigations, and he watched her sterilize the fixtures to keep the disease from spreading. Whatever Elizabeth touched, bathtub, basin, or toilet seat, had to be scoured with dichloride of mercury, a strong disinfectant. It is not difficult to imagine the effect of this routine on the little girl, or to understand how her mother, rather than comforting her, unwittingly made the situation worse.

In the cases with the best outcomes, trauma victims undergo stages in recovery. Regaining a sense of control over one’s body is vital, but daily irrigations and frequent “inoculations” over the course of the year must have made it seem—to a seven-year-old—that she would never regain the freedom she had enjoyed before the attack. Nor would the capacity for trust be reestablished, since the rape occurred at the home of friends. It is likely that Elizabeth learned to dissociate herself from the event (since her father had said that sex was separate from love) and from its aftermath, the feelings of guilt, blame, and anger. Whatever Florence actually said, the treatments she administered made her daughter feel that she had been contaminated. In the parlance of the day, she was “damaged goods.”13 It is from this time that Lee’s tendency to see herself as split between good and bad selves may be dated.
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One morning in 1915, two weeks before Elizabeth’s eighth birthday and Theodore’s next trip to Sweden, he announced that he would be taking a different kind of portrait, to be called “December Morn”—although it was April. Thinking perhaps that he was carrying out the doctor’s orders or hoping to make his daughter feel more comfortable with her body, perhaps wanting to mark the close of this horrible year, he told her not to dress up. She was to pose outside in her birthday suit. In this photo the child stands naked, except for her slippers, in the snowbanks beside the house. Trying not to shiver, which would have spoiled the picture, she looks ill at ease, yet somehow proud of herself.

Today, Theodore’s blend of therapy and “Art” seems peculiar—especially when one realizes that his inspiration was Paul Chabas’s September Morn, a painting of a nubile nude emerging from a pool that provoked a national scandal when it was shown in New York the year before.14 For a time, this titillating artwork (now owned by the Metropolitan Museum) was as famous, or notorious, as the Mona Lisa.

From our perspective, we wonder whether Theodore, too, saw his daughter as damaged goods—her innocence despoiled yet preserved in his imagination, her image held for his private view in stereoscopic slides and annotated albums. Then, the family accepted his hobby as a form of art. Florence, who often supervised photography sessions, did not object to their effect on Elizabeth. And despite her many lovers in later life, Lee would always rely on her father. Erik observed: “He was the only man she could feel comfortable with and really love.”15
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December Morn, April 14, 1915 (Theodore Miller) (photo credit 1.4)
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The Millers, 1920 (Theodore Miller) (photo credit 1.5)


Chapter 2
Never Jam Today

(1915–25)

If Theodore hoped to reassure Elizabeth by casting her as his prepubescent muse, this peculiar “treatment” deepened their bond while further objectifying her. The rape and its aftermath, occasional bouts of gonorrhea, became an unmentionable part of her life. During a flare-up twelve years later, she wrote obliquely of their impact in a journal addressed to an imaginary reader—who is asked to sympathize, yet held at arm’s length. Her confession, she noted with the self-absorption of a nineteen-year-old, was “something to hand down to posterity.”1

“Of my dark and supposedly lurid past,” she began, “I will say almost nothing.… I will content myself this time in saying that anything you hear about me is probably true.” Her “sordidly experienced life” could be seen as a pattern initiated by a random cause—just as in novels, events resulting “from the circumstantial placing of individuals” could generate a “natural and probable occurrence.” This pattern, she went on, has been “true to life—to my life!”

But generalities offered little comfort: she could not bring herself to name her distress. And the effort to accept objective theories about the “circumstantial placing of individuals” was so great that after formulating this account, Elizabeth burst into tears. “I was the nearest to suicide I have ever been,” she wrote later—overwhelmed by a sense of “sheer hopelessness, activated by that swollen awkward feeling which ha[s] followed me from childhood.” This awkward feeling suggests the stored bodily memory of the rape and the ensuing treatments—a discomfort that sometimes surfaced like a threat to her being.
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From the end of Elizabeth’s childhood at seven to her departure from home at nineteen, her moods dominated the household. Florence often lost patience with her; Theodore usually responded by taking his daughter’s side in family squabbles. Her wishes were indulged, her health constantly monitored. While John was given tasks like mowing the lawn as well as his daily chores, Elizabeth was treated like a princess. The little boy couldn’t understand why she didn’t have to do women’s work but could spend her time reading, drawing, and looking at albums of film stars or dreaming about the scripts in which she would shine as an actress.

The few girls who lived nearby, most of whom attended a Vassar prep school called Putnam Hall, were invited to keep Elizabeth company. When she had recovered from the trauma, her parents sent her to Governor Clinton School to start first grade, where she chose as her best friend a lively eight-year-old named Miriam Hicks, nicknamed Minnow. Elizabeth took to running away as an alternative to venting her temper at home. On these occasions her father drove straight to Minnow’s house and waited outside until her mood had changed.

One wonders what Theodore made of Elizabeth’s turn from boys’ games to more “feminine” activities—whether he saw it as natural or as a consequence of her precocious sexual knowledge. (Typically, he did not commit thoughts or feelings to paper but made factual notes, such as “Elizabeth had tantrums, threw things in her room.”)2 The psychiatrist the Millers consulted may have said that they could expect a stormy period right through her adolescence. The trauma had sexualized her at an early age—seven being considered the start of latency, a period in child development when eros is thought to lie dormant. From this perspective, her tantrums expressed her buried rage. But the episode was never mentioned, except when Theodore repeated the doctor’s remark that sex and love were not the same.

Florence continued to practice the pastimes befitting a woman of her station: bridge, gourmet cooking, and churchgoing. She enrolled Elizabeth at Sunday school, for piano lessons, and for dance classes at Miss Rutherford’s, where the offspring of the local elite studied tap, ballet, and ballroom dancing. For the next three years her mother also took her to New York for treatments with a Dr. Robinson. (Theodore’s diaries record the dates of these trips but nothing more.) In order to keep watch on Elizabeth, Florence chose not to accompany her husband on his next trip to Sweden.

Under her mother’s attentive eye, the little girl indulged in pastimes like jewelry making and other crafts, and with her brothers, enjoyed the pleasures of country life. She rode Ginny, the donkey, around the farm, lolled in the hammock or swung on the swings Theodore hung from the birch trees, and camped, swam, and fished with John and Erik during the summer. In winter months she skated on the frozen pond or at nearby Lake Upton—activities recorded by Theodore, whose desire to document the children’s days was accepted as something fathers did, like hunting and fishing.

Theodore’s fascination with the camera and his love of gadgets came together in his passion for photography. In these years, he initiated his family into a pastime that had, for the past decade, been encouraged by Eastman Kodak, the pride of Rochester. Kodak urged middle-class families to record their lives: “Bring your vacation home in a Kodak,” the company exhorted; “There are no Game Laws for those who hunt with a Kodak,” proclaimed an ad aimed at outdoorsmen.3 The “better” magazines all featured well-dressed women photographing foreigners encountered on their holidays or memorializing Christmas at home; the Kodak Girl, a subdeb version of modern womanhood, appeared with her camera in publicity campaigns emphasizing her sense of adventure—but also her amateur status.
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Publicity card for the Kodak Girls, Eastman Kodak’s role models for budding female photographers (photo credit 2.1)

While Theodore often used a box camera, he preferred the stereoscope, which took a pair of pictures set slightly apart so that the two images formed one when seen through a viewer. In 1916, he began experimenting with techniques for projecting the twin images on a screen, using a revolving shutter to get “the true stereoscopic effect, the important point being to get both projections focused alike.”4 Although John continued to prefer airplanes to photography, Elizabeth and Erik loved to watch images of themselves appear as if by magic as Theodore took prints from the chemical bath in his darkroom. They enjoyed their closeness to him in this private space, and at night, when he entertained the family with slide shows of faraway lands shown in deep perspective.

Peering intently through the stereoscope viewer, Lee got her eye in at an early age. Some of these devices were held like opera glasses. Others enhanced the sense of a theatrical experience by shielding the spectator’s eyes under a slight overhang: one entered this private space to gaze at the Eiffel Tower or the fronds of date palms beside the Pyramids. The stereoscope, a pastime combining home entertainment with educational instruction (commercial slide sets included courses of study), gave the little girl a precocious visual training and the desire to visit the foreign lands at which she gazed.

Formal education did not interest her, however, nor could she accept the discipline required at local institutions of learning. From an early age, Elizabeth picked up information by more amusing methods, like the stereoscope, her stamp collection, and the chemistry set Theodore gave her one Christmas, with which she performed a series of disastrous experiments. Since she wanted to be entertained while learning, the regimented teaching methods at Governor Clinton did not suit her. Teachers thought her more than a little spoiled; classmates called her a show-off. As she grew
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