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Appendix

A Day at the Beach

There was one Sellers film I never found, the above-named A Day at the Beach. The screenplay was written by Roman Polanski in 1968 – after his marriage to Sharon Tate and before her murder. It was based on a short-story by a Dutch writer, Heere Heresma, and it was made as a low-budget operation under the aegis of Cadre Films, the company which had produced Rosemary’s Baby. Polanski explains that ‘it concerned an alcoholic who takes his small daughter on a day-trip to a seaside town – an outing that ends in a prolonged binge and, ultimately, in disaster. This was to be Simon Hessera’s first directorial attempt and Paramount were dragging their feet over financing it. Charlie Bluhdom and Bob Evans were in London on business, so Gene Gutowski decided to make a final pitch. I flew over for a working lunch with them at Gene’s apartment. Peter Sellers, who had agreed to play an unpaid cameo part, was also invited, as, of course, was Simon. Between them, Peter and Simon so mesmerised Bluhdorn with their clowning that he’d have signed anything. Paramount had some funds in Denmark it wanted to invest, so Simon flew to Copenhagen to line things up for shooting there.’

The story is continued by Graham Stark, in his Remembering Peter Sellers. He received a phone call, purportedly from Gutowski, but he was convinced it was Sellers playing a prank: ‘Pliz, to Graham Stark I would like to speak . . . No Pleez. Am Gene Gutowski, prodoocer for Roman Polanski. Am not Peeter Sellers, but am calling about Peeter Sellers . . . Peeter is not charging for being in feelm. Peter is doing feelm for free . . . However, Peeter only play part in feelm if you play other part . . . You like play old queen?’

Enough of this speech-spelling. The upshot was that Stark and Sellers were to appear as a pair of ageing homosexual knick-knack shop proprietors. Sellers was dressed up in a pale-blue pullover and a chiffon scarf; Stark had gold teeth fitted, and he was made to wear rings and medallions. All looked set for an amusing scene when Sellers decided to sulk. Hessera wanted Sellers and Stark to improvise some comedy – but ‘Peter’s chin went up, the eyes narrowed, and he said, “If you wanted Laurel and Hardy why didn’t you book them?”’ Sellers refused to perform at all until Stark, much to his embarrassment, took over the direction of the brief sequence. ‘“Well,” I said tentatively, “Peter could start over here and I can come through the beaded curtain . . .”’

A little of the Copenhagen episode is preserved in Tony Palmer’s documentary, Will the Real Peter Sellers (Stand Up)? Sellers and Stark are seen posing beside the Little Mermaid statue, for a press call. Sellers decides to look ‘for the real Peter Sellers’ and hunts under stones and behind trees, whilst Stark laughs loudly (it is actually more of a strange jaw-dropped hiss). We later see Sellers improvising in a bar at the beach. He is in character now, and transformed. His hair seems fluffier, his mannerisms are mincing. His voice has the affected bored drawl of the bitter middle-aged homosexual. ‘This young man wants three bottles and an opener,’ he says with incredible languor. ‘He doesn’t open them with his teeth like you do.’ He has fun with ‘opener’, which comes out as ‘ope-nahh’. Sellers then says, on the commentary soundtrack, referring to his camp delivery, but not only to that voice: ‘I talk it all the time, on and off the set – rather disturbing for friends, who think you’ve gone mad.’

The uneasiness which prevailed during Sellers’ scene seemed to beleaguer the whole production. ‘I saw the rushes almost daily, and the male lead, Mark Burns, simply wasn’t right for the part,’ Polanski has written. ‘By now, however, it was too late to change.’ The completed film was screened once for Paramount executives in Paris in 1970. The negative was shipped to the company’s vaults in London – and apparently lost. The company had decided that the film was not commercially viable and should not be distributed. ‘It is absolutely enervating – unwatchable’ was the evaluation.

I felt I had to see it. I first wrote to Paramount on November 7th 1989 (‘Any help you can give me will be most useful’ etc.). No reply. I wrote again, photocopying and enclosing my original note. No reply. I telephoned the company’s head office, in central London, and was re-routed to UIP House, 45 Beadon Road, Hammersmith. Over the following months I spoke to any number of people, on any number of different extensions. On July 17th 1990, my phone bill and frustration ever-increasing, I sent a fax to a new name I’d been given, Sue Wright:

I have been searching for a print of A DAY AT THE BEACH . . . So far I’ve been passed, after many a fruitless phone call and unanswered letter, from Ian Scorer to Michael O’Sullivan (I called and wrote on March 30th, and he said ‘leave it with me’) to you (via various anons.) SURELY A FILM CANT DISAPPEAR WITHOUT TRACE?

Again, I received no reply of any kind. In October 1990, I got hold of Mr Les Beard, who said he was the Paramount archivist. At last, here was a bit of news. He confirmed that he had taken possession of the (only) print on August 11th 1969. The negative and another ‘work print’ were sent to America; a ‘television’ copy of the negative was also made, though it was not possible to sell it to any network. Because of the decision not to release the film to the public – with all the concomitant legal and fiscal ramifications – the only print (left in England) was cut up for library footage – doors shutting; seascapes; street scenes: any shot that did not contain an artiste was preserved. Two hundred cans of ‘pos. trims’ i.e. everything else that was left over pertaining to the production, were destroyed. There were no ‘dupe prints’ made; all that was now known to exist was the ‘fine grain negative,’ ostensibly in America. If I wanted to see A Day at the Beach I was going to have to write to a Mr Ted Gagliano, at Paramount Pictures Corp., 5555 Melrose Avenue, Hollywood, CA 90038, and see if there was any viewable material there, amidst the ‘shit and oranges’ (Sellers’ description of California). I duly sent an account of the quest off by Air Mail on November, 19th 1990. (‘I am very grateful for your help and look forward to hearing from you . . .’). No reply.

Meantime, back in March, Simon Williams had put me in touch with Mark Burns. As I had not seen the film in which he had appeared, I did not feel I could interview him properly. But in a brief telephone chat he did reveal one extraordinarily interesting fact: that Sellers had wanted to play the rôle he, Burns, had taken. This altered the nature of my fascination in A Day at the Beach considerably. From not wanting to give up the chase simply because (i) I do not like to be defeated when it comes to research; (ii) I was trying to be complete (and conscientious) – now here was a real reason to find the film. One of the questions I have addressed in this book was what precisely attracted Sellers to certain rôles? His affinity with certain sorts (Chance, Lionel Meadows, Topaze, etc.) is revealing. In A Day at the Beach, the central character is not in control of himself – and this is what Sellers responded to. Bernie is not only irresponsible; he’s beyond redemption. The film is about an indignant man’s mental and moral collapse. (Can Polanski possibly have had Sellers in mind? As we know they were friends.)

The same week as I spoke to Mr Burns, the curator of De Danske Filmmuseum had written to me (I should add that virtually every public film collection, archive, storehouse, and university department of cinema studies in the world had heard from me, re. Sellers, over the years):

[Medlem af Fédération

Internationale des

Archives du Film,]

St. Søndervoldstraede 4,

DK-1419 København K.

March 8th 1990

Dear Sir,

Thank you for your letter of February 28th concerning A DAY AT THE BEACH. The film had its Danish première on April 17th 1972 and was distributed by Cinema International Corporation, from which we did not receive prints at that time. Therefore we do not have a print in our collection and no prints are in existence in Denmark.

We have however stills and a file with documentation on the films (articles, reviews etc.). All this material is in Danish. The only material in English is the material of which I enclose photocopies for you.

. . .

So: the film was shown to a non-Paramount audience of some description; and, also, Mr Bums had told me, ‘the film ran for years in Paris – it had a cult appeal. Simon Hessera lives in Paris.’ This sounds like the apocryphal fate of The Blockhouse – its having a cult following in Lisbon. . .

The Danes sent me two documents. The first is a typed ‘Unit List’ – the whereabouts of the crew, their telephone numbers and hotel rooms. Of note here is the news that the director of photography was Otto Heller, the cinematographer on The Ladykillers; and for the record, the picture was shot at the ASA Film Studios, Asavaenget, Lyngby, outside the capital. But much more important was the other bundle of papers – a long synopsis of the movie, which, with grateful acknowledgements to the Danish Film Museum, I hereby append. (I have done my best to correct spelling, grammar and punctuation flaws – I doubt if its author knew English as a first language.) When you read it, I want you to ask yourself what was pulling Sellers towards the story of a man having a drunken and bad day at the beach. Bernie rebuffs offers of friendship; he is provocative, overbearing, ugly, maudlin. (This is the Polanski of Repulsion.) He evinces Sellers’ own isolating behaviour – that, for all the sentimental weeping and wailing, he needs to be alone (neurosis suits him). This synopsis* suggests a film that is an allegory of Sellers’ emotional destructiveness; and the seaside setting – why, it’s the Ilfracombe world of Sellers’ childhood; and more harrowingly, this is how he treated his own children, too. (Hessera has said ‘This problem of child abuse and abandonment . . . it is so contemporary’). To read the synopsis is to picture Sellers and Victoria, say – except in place of drink, Sellers had his dimension of natural evil.

‘A Day at the Beach’

Synopsis

Bernie (MARK BURNS), an unkempt work-shy alcoholic, is walking through the rain in the early morning. The streets are deserted except for a milkman. Bernie is on his way to take his polio-stricken six-year-old daughter, Winnie, (BEATRICE EDNEY) out to the beach for the day. After Winnie was born, her mother, Melissa (FIONA LEWIS) married the neat, industrious Carl (JORGEN KIIL) as a refuge from her impossible relationship with Bernie. It is still too early for Bernie to collect Winnie so he enters a block of offices and persuades the Caretaker to let him shelter from the rain until it is time for him to station himself outside the block of flats where Melissa and Carl live.

As Carl is about to get into his car to go to work, Bernie approaches him. The two men despise each other, but Bernie has no compunction in borrowing some money from Carl. When Carl has driven away, Bernie, going up in the lift, is surprised to find that Carl had handed him a ten pound note. Still contemptuous, he tucks it into his sock. Melissa receives him without enthusiasm, suspecting that he might be drunk; and while she is getting dressed, Bernie helps himself to food and a couple of magazines. Melissa taunts him with his fecklessness and praises Carl for his consideration. Bernie retaliates by outlining her reasons for marrying Carl after Winnie was born and Melissa bursts into tears. He caresses her a little, and then breaks away. While Melissa is getting Winnie ready to go out, Bernie gulps down a couple of large vodkas.

Hand in hand, Winnie and her father set out. She is delighted when he is rude to a pompously condescending Lady (RANDI MIEHELSEN) as they emerge from the foyer. She does not know their true relationship and calls him ‘Uncle Bernard’. He is concerned because she limps and has to wear a leg iron, but Winnie seems not to notice her affliction and scampers on ahead of him. At the station, Bernie is accosted by Louis (BERTIL LAURING) to whom he owes money. Pleading that he has nothing but small change, Bernie thrusts a handful of coins into Louis’s hand and then begs back half-a-crown for the train fare. Furious, Louis strikes Bernie and walks away muttering threats. Winnie shouts after him in anger and sets about comforting Uncle Bernard. On the train, Bernie refuses to recognise the Conductor (OLE MONTY) as a former drinking companion and brusquely dismisses him. When they arrive at the seaside, Bernie offers Winnié something to eat. She wants chips ‘though Daddy doesn’t like me to’, which sets Bernie off on such a tirade against Carl that Winnie becomes frightened and, to mollify her, Bernie quickly takes her into a snack bar.

After eating, they enter a souvenir shop on the promenade where Bernie buys Winnie a seashell and shows her how to listen to it. They walk on and Bernie talks to a Fisherman (JORGEN LANG-BAEK). For once, because fishing is his sport, Bernie is pleasant and is in a good mood when he joins Winnie in an empty beach café where she is sheltering from the rain. Happy, Winnie goes inside to fetch the waitress, (SISSE REINGARD) whom Bernie immediately attacks because she is wearing slacks and a sweater. She explains that she is the daughter of the Proprietress (EVA DAHLBECK), but Bernie tells her to go away and fetch her mother. When the owner of the café appears, she has such a friendly air that Bernie invites her and her daughter to join him. They decide on coffee, Winnie wants lemonade, and Bernie orders beer in a carefully offhand way. When the Proprietress makes a veiled reference to Winnie’s deformity, Bernie’s mood changes and he becomes truculent again; he takes a familiar attitude with the daughter and orders more beer. After a few sharp exchanges between Bernie and the Proprietress, Winnie becomes impatient and asks to go and play. Once she has gone the atmosphere in the café deteriorates still further. Bernie is deliberately rude and provoking and leaves after refusing to pay the bill in full.

As they hurry away in the rain, Winnie realises that she has left her shell in the café. She wants to go back for it and cannot understand why Uncle Bernard refuses. Tearful, dismayed, and drenched to the skin, Winnie is inconsolable until Bernie tells her to run ahead to look at the shops where they may find another shell. When she has gone, Bernie carefully separates a couple of notes from his money and puts them in his sock. Winnie, investigating some nets drying further along the beach, knocks over one of the supporting poles and is trapped underneath. Terrified, she begins to scream, but Bernie does not hear her; he is busy buying some cigarettes and inspecting a large shell which is for sale in the shop. The Salesman (A. QUEEN [SELLERS]) invites him in to look round, and Bernie encounters Pipi (STARK), a vulgar gaudily-dressed obese man who, because he has money invested in the shop, is able to prevent the Salesman from forming new friendships. Bernie, sensing that Pipi is interested in him, suggests that he should bring some beer. Pipi is elated and goes to bring three bottles which Bernie pockets without attempting to pay. In his usual fashion, Bernie is rude to Pipi – much to the satisfaction of the Salesman.

When he emerges from the shop he cannot see Winnie anywhere. Bernie trudges along in the rain calling her name. When he nears the pier, Winnie gets up from a basket chair, sobbing piteously. She is quite beside herself but Bernie sits with her in a chair and gives her the big shell he has bought. Winnie is completely happy again and Bernie celebrates with a bottle of beer. Winnie puts the shell to her ear and tells Bernie it says he is the sweetest uncle in the world. She kisses him shyly but Bernie is upset by her affection and warns her not to become too fond of him. The beer begins to take its effect and he staggers down to the edge of the sea and rages about the decadent state of the world. He falls on to his knees and throws handfuls of sand into the air in helpless anger. Winnie shrieks with laughter and begs him to do it again, but first Bernie must drink more beer and he sits down once more in the basket chair. Along comes the Collector (JACK MACGOWRAN) and demands his fee, but Bernie is rude and overbearing and continues to drink. Winnie is frightened by Bernie’s attitude, and Bernie relents and pays twice as much as he need, then kneels before the old man in mock submission, and forces the Collector to place his boot on his neck. Winnie thinks this is great fun and demands that Bernie place his boot on her neck, but Bernie dismisses this notion as crazy and stalks off under the pier.

By now they are soaked to the skin and Bernie had drunk the last of his beer. They go into a warm café where Winnie has a meal of pancakes. Bernie manages to leave without paying in spite of the kindness of the Cook (ARNE SELDORF), who has dried their coats on the stove. The rain has stopped and they go off for a ride on the dodgem cars, but Bernie is becoming bored and is seeking an opportunity to find another drink. He is saved when a poet friend, Michael (MAURICE ROEVES), arrives in a bubble car with his wife Tonie (JOANNA DUNHAM) and their four-year-old son. Bernie senses a drinking companion and starts to flatter Michael about his poetry. Pleading that Winnie has been out in the wet all day, Bernie drives off with her and Michael, leaving a disgruntled Tonie behind on the promenade with her son. Bernie takes Michael to a disreputable bar, pleading that it is just the place for a couple of outcasts. Soon Michael becomes uneasy and wants to return for Tonie and the boy. Bernie, afraid that he is going to be left alone with Winnie and so not able to drink, snatches Michael’s wristwatch and gives it to the Barkeeper (MICHAEL HILDENSHEIM) as a security for his return. When Michael has gone, Bernie suddenly remembers Winnie and rushes outside, only to find that she is no longer there. He hopefully assumes that Michael has taken her and goes back to his drinking.

Soon Michael and Tonie return, leaving the children in the car. Bernie can now get down to some serious drinking with an easy conscience. They switch to gin, and Michael, unused to drinking, quickly gets drunk, which gives Bernie an opportunity to squeeze Tonie’s knee and kiss her. Michael, spouting poetry and beginning to feel ill, hardly notices what is happening; and Tonie, although she spurns Bernie’s advances at first, soon becomes excited and arranges to see him again. Bernie reacts to Michael’s condition only by insisting that he should drink more.

Outside it is now dusk. Bernie finds Winnie still in the bubble car with the little boy asleep on her shoulder. She is glad to be released. Tonie appears, remorseful that she has neglected her son and warns Bernie that Michael is coming out to pick a fight.

Winnie is tired and wants to go home. Bernie walks steadily – with the concentration of the experienced drunk. He addresses a passing Girl (GRIT FJELDMOSE) assuring her totally unnecessarily that he is not intoxicated. Shortly, he stops in a cemetery and leans against the railings in the rain. Winnie tells him again that she wants to go home, but Bernie has to have another drink; and, on the pretext of phoning her mother, he hurries across the street to a bar. He coaxes Winnie to stay in the street by asking her to start counting, and to see how long it takes to make the call. Trusting him, she begins to count.

Inside the bar Bernie meets the Man From Ghana (TOM HEATHCOTE) – a phlegmatic customer, a man who has drunk his whisky in bars all over the world, and who is surprised by nothing. Bernie does his best to impress him, but the Man From Ghana fails to react. Even when Bernie is rude to the Barmaid (LILLY BRO-BERG) he remains unmoved. Bernie makes a last effort and refuses to pay for his drink, but neither the Man From Ghana nor the Barmaid take the slightest notice. Bernie is defeated and leaves when a Workman (HOLGER PERFORT) rushes in demanding to know who is supposed to be in charge of the child standing outside.

It is now completely dark in the street. Half a dozen passers-by have formed a circle round Winnie who is sobbing uncontrollably. When she sees Bernie she rushes up to him and flings her arms tightly round his neck, demanding to know where he has been. Chastened by the scandalised remarks of a couple of women, Bernie consoles Winnie and promises to find a taxi to take her home. He picks her up in his arms and walks away, but as soon as he is out of sight of the shocked group of people, he carries Winnie into a sandwich bar and orders some black coffee for himself and some hot soup for the little girl. The coffee sobers him to the point where he needs another drink. He tells Winnie that it really won’t be long now and rings the bell of a wine and spirit shop which has already closed for the night. Pleading that a sick friend needs a bottle of gin to ease his suffering, Bernie forces his way into the shop. The Shopkeeper (JOHN FRANKLYN) wraps up the gin and Bernie asks him to bring some beer and some lemonade for Winnie. While the Shopkeeper is fetching the beer, Bernie steals a flask of brandy from a shelf and puts it into his pocket. Bernie is now very drunk – his vision blurred, his speech thick – but the Shopkeeper is a friendly man and continues to drink with him. Finally Bernie says he needs a sandwich and staggers out of the shop dragging the sleepy Winnie with him. He has reached the final stages of perfect drunkenness. He stumbles on, his daughter trying to keep up.

‘This is my hour, Winnie. Glorious, glorious . . .’

Later that night, Bernie is lying in a hole in the beach without his jacket. As he tries to get up, he feels the brandy flask between his legs and he takes a careful drink. It is too much for him. His stomach turns over and the brandy spills down his chest. Utterly revolted with himself, he starts to scream and flings himself, in desperation, face down in the sand. Suddenly he remembers Winnie. Frantically he calls for her . . . but there is no reply. He tries to get up, but falls time after time. In his anxiety he begins shouting and knocking over chairs. The beach stretches deserted before him. He begins to run wildly . . . zigzagging . . . stumbling again and again.

Winnie is asleep in a basket chair wrapped in Bernie’s coat. Wakened by Bernie’s far-off cries, she sits up shivering. Bernie comes running past, trips, and hits his head on the side of the chair. Raising himself up he grasps Winnie’s legs and bursts into sobs. It is now Winnie’s turn to comfort him.

‘Don’t cry Uncle Bernard. Please don’t cry.’

She wipes his tears with her scarf.

‘Everything will be all right. You’ll see, you’ll feel better.’

She takes his jacket and puts it round his shoulders. Bernie buries his head in his hands and turns to whimpering. Winnie takes command and tells him that she will find a taxi and take him home.

Winnie carefully leads Bernie along as if he were blind. His state worsens with every step. Finally he stumbles, crashes head first into the cobbles and lies still. Winnie speaks to him but he lies senseless, spread-eagled on the wet stones, a bubble of saliva dribbling from his mouth. She calls to him, but Bernie does not hear. She looks round helplessly and starts to cry. As she realises the hopelessness of the situation the cry becomes a desperate, lonely wail. The vast square is deserted. Only two solitary figures remain. A little girl in a leg iron whose wail has now become a ceaseless whimper . . . and a shapeless man lying in a puddle.




Afterword

‘Happy endings are only possible if you don’t tell the rest of the story.’

Orson Welles

Did this book – i.e. did I – kill Lynne Frederick? She turned up her toes on April 27th 1994, the eve of my hardback publication day, and that’s a very eerie coincidence. For some weeks previously the newspapers had been previewing my material – and given that she professed to idolise Sellers (‘I am still in love with Peter, I hold his memory very dear,’ she’d said after her divorce from Dr Barry Unger in 1991), how was she going to react to my portrait of her fatal marriage? To my account of Sellers as a sort of evil father-figure? He was evil, and this book details what Charles Laughton called the strain of being evil, so it was quite likely that Lynne would object, yammer about ‘an insult to his memory’ and so on. She’d go into screaming orbit, unleash the dogs of war (i.e. expensive lawyers). Instead of which she choked on spaghetti and meatballs and ended up as cadaver no. 94-3840 in the Beverly Hills police department morgue.

In fact, if I (fancifully) contributed to her exit it was only because I’d written what she knew to be the truth; and how could she bear the truth? She’d married Sellers virtually in good faith – believing, like Dorothea of Casaubon in Middlemarch, that his ‘odd habits would be a glorious piety to endure’ – and yet he systematically destroyed her, preying upon her weakness and devotion. ‘She’d hang on to his words,’ Sarah Sellers told the Daily Express on May 4th. ‘If Dad said something unpleasant about someone in passing, she’d echo it six times more.’ Lynne, to appease him, grew to be like him. She became, a film executive told me, ‘Iago whispering into Othello’s ear’ – compounding a.m. megalomania and causing directors and crew to be sacked. Determined not to let him down, she was pulled towards the abyss at Sellers’ core; and, unable to reconcile his genius as a performer with the intensities of his madness as a man – his shiftiness, his fluidity – she embarked upon what the Los Angeles coroner called ‘a history of alcohol and seizures’ and the route towards her under-attended funeral at the Little Chapel of the Dawn in Santa Monica at the age of thirty-nine.

She’d wanted a consuming passion, and (as Wilde said of Salome) she was consumed by it. About this she never had illusions: ‘I learned what it really meant to love another person. A total all-consuming love. It consumed every minute of my life,’ she claimed with an irony that emerges only now. But was it love? Wasn’t it, in its self-destructiveness and its total absence of happy memories, more akin to hate? She was immersed in Sellers; he held her attention for so long, her view of him was a delusion (as Sellers’ was for Peg, whom he could find no fault with once she was dead). She forgot – and spent the fourteen years of her widowhood sinking deeper down a drain of vodka and pills in order to forget – the reality, the bitterness, the threats and counter-threats and legal communiqués. Sellers, indeed, was set to divorce her – his lawyer was to return to the Dorchester on the afternoon of July 22nd 1980 with the papers for his signature. As we know, Sellers croaked into his Dover sole. He was, as it happens, seriously deceased – brain dead – long before he reached the Middlesex Hospital, attached to wires and tubes. That was all a grisly farce for Lynne’s benefit. She had to fly from America and insisted on giving that weepin’ an’ wailin’ act for the photographers; and if you’ve watched her in Vampire Circus or Voyage of the Damned, you’ll agree it was her best performance – one which sickened Sellers’ real family and friends. Even before the funeral she was giving press interviews in the hotel suite; she went over the will avidly with a solicitor; she began speaking on the phone to David Frost – whom she was to marry a few months later. It was her finest hour.

I have yet to find anyone with a good word to say about Lynne: a hypocrite, a nymphomaniac, a hysteric; she was impossible to do business with; she was prone to screaming and crying. (To me, in a transcontinental phone call that went on and on, she played the part of a coquettish little girl.) She was self-destructing. Her lawyer told me back in 1989, ‘She is not going to live very long. You just get that feeling about her.’ She carried with her a sense of morbidity, of shadows and unrest. She’d failed to evolve. Despite two intervening marriages she was still Mrs Peter Sellers on her credit cards; she still wore Peg’s wedding ring. ‘Lynne talked about Peter constantly. You know . . . what might have been,’ the few people who met her reported. She lived in the past and denied herself a future (she retained no agent or publicist; she did not open her mail); but it was an invented past, as she secretly knew. Nobody was allowed to mention the Dorchester heart attack; she was suspicious and jealous of people who’d known Sellers before she’d come along – the worthy Milligan was sent packing, for example, when he asked for the return of some comedy material; Sellers’ children were refused access to photos their father had taken of them.

It was the actual past, the past detailed in this book, which ate her mind away. As Michael Sellers remarked with grim satisfaction: ‘As we understand it, she’s not a very happy person. A bloated alcoholic drug addict.’ Another enemy crowed, ‘She was haunted by guilt which finally destroyed her.’ It wasn’t guilt – it was a sense of waste. You don’t only have to be partial to wrecks, ruins and witches (from Lucia di Lammermoor to Norma Desmond) to appreciate her tragedy that, not allowing Sellers’ life to end, Lynne’s never began. She was virtually his last victim. She’d get up late and start boozing on her own; she squandered her inheritance, £2,500 a week going on nose candy. (Sellers did nothing good with his money when he lived, and nothing good was done with it when he died.) Her slender figure ballooned to fourteen stone. She pined and raged, and perhaps in her rise and fall, her thinness and fatness, and the way that she was melancholy and craven (‘We can never forget how callous she was after our father died,’ says Michael), we have an encapsulation of Sellers’ own personality. Lynne was, in a way, his supernatural double or fellow lost soul; except that she acquired his insanities without the compensations of his genius.

Currently there is a wrangle about the destination of Lynne’s ashes. She’d wanted to be sprinkled under Sellers’ rose bush at Golders Green – though might not that create an atomic explosion like the quicklime put down to rid Trafalgar Square of squawking birds in ‘The Starlings’ episode of The Goon Show? The scheme is certainly repugnant to Sellers’ children, and the events of the past six months have made me wonder if my Sellers file can ever be closed. I’m still being sent clippings; the Newsletter of the Goon Show Preservation Society continues to compile its notes and queries with the diligence of Der Shakespeare Jahrbuch; the man who pinched Sophia Loren’s jewels when she was making The Millionairess was only arrested in March 1994 – thirty-four years after the theft (‘We hired a Rolls-Royce to blend in because it was a very rich area,’ bragged Ray ‘The Cat’ Jones); and Peter Ackroyd has published a novel about Dan Leno, whom Sellers believed himself to be the reincarnation of . . .

This is a long book – it could easily be longer, a gesamtkunstwerk, to use a word that once wafted around Wahnfried. Biography is an ever-widening sea: new facts, new names, the criss-cross of relationships; there is always more to add – and add to that the biographer’s endless reconsiderations . . . What is the truth? What is the answer? It was my intention, by devising a non-circumspect all-inclusive style, consisting of interconnecting monologues and digressions, to get just this flux and reflux on to my pages – so that here we have a meditation on Sellers which is also, perhaps primarily, a book about somebody finding out about Sellers. For as in that old joke about the Grail Knights – What would they do with it if they found it? – it is the quest which counts; what happens on the journey, as I wrestle with and try to understand what Nabokov would call Sellers’ ‘inner attitude in regard to the outer world’.

To explore the issues involved when imposing order and finding patterns and directions in another person’s life, I have put a fallible sleuth* actually in the text, groping and swerving, following clues, meeting people, making mistakes, coming to conclusions (some of which were unpalatable to fans and reviewers) – and perhaps, in the process of re-living a life that is not his own, he loses his identity and takes on Sellers’? Though I remain fascinated with the relationship of the biographer to his work, thankfully this book can be read without ever dealing with that level if you don’t want to; and though many critics have called this book definitive, it is not.†

First, anecdotes previously unknown to me have come to light: Sellers taking a goat into the Dorchester lift, announcing that he was going to kill it and barbecue it in the bathroom (his protest against Arabs residing in his favourite hotel); Sellers, in late 1950, appearing at the Grimsby Fish Merchants’ Annual Dinner Dance, at the Winter Gardens, Cleethorpes (‘a little bit of last night’s supper left in the teeth is very tasty on a cold morning’); Sellers participating in The Who’s Tommy at the Royal Albert Hall in December 1972, playing (as a Nazi stormtrooper) the role of the Doctor: ‘He seems to be completely unreceptive/The tests I gave him show no sense at all/He hears but cannot answer to your call’; Sellers in a daze because he’d been thwacked over the noggin, so that a picture frame was round his neck and glass covered his face: ‘She hit me with me mum!’ he whimpered, which was indeed the truth, as Britt Ekland had brandished a cherished photograph of that appalling pterodactyl Peg in self-defence . . .

Then there are the people I failed to find and interview – for example, Mr Walter Jokel, who knew Sellers from 1948 and attended the private funeral service and subsequent reception at the Dorchester. Jokel was Sellers’ and Milligan’s personal manager in the early days, and introduced him to Bill Wills (who is dead), his secretary, Sue Evans, and Patricia Hammond (a name which is new to me), who took over when Miss Evans had a leave of absence. ‘Even Britt Ekland in her book True Britt writes about me,’ chides Mr Jokel in a recent letter.

No joke at all was the fate of a lady, who wrote to me last May:

At the time that Ted Levy, architect, met Anne and Peter Sellers, I was his wife. We were living together in a house we had recently bought in New End, Hampstead. We had a son who was five. I cannot speak of the accuracy of the information given to you by Anne Sellers-Levy nor Michael Sellers in general. However, I can tell you [that] I was in my mid-twenties when my marriage broke up . . . Michael Sellers was old enough to remember coming to my son’s fifth birthday party, yet he states [in P.S. I Love You] that when his mother met Ted, Ted was separated from his wife. Further on he states that Ted and myself were separated on the recommendation of a psychiatrist. Fact! I was pregnant when Ted left. He made me have an abortion. In those days a psychiatrist had to sanction it . . . Also, for the record, on the night when Peter Sellers and I went to look for Ted and Anne at Golden Yard, it was Anne who was screaming, not me. I was quiet, overwhelmed by the screaming and theatricals I was witnessing. It was Anne who ran into the kitchen and came out with a bread knife, aiming it at Peter [who was] morose, hideously self-centred and nasty.

Well, it was a long time ago. But my point is that as Sellers had made life absolute hell for Anne, his first wife, and their children, he’d therefore prepared the ground for her to seek the sanctuary of somebody else. That somebody else was unfortunately my correspondent’s first husband – and the knock-on effects were additionally destructive and painful, evidently, to Ted’s family. Adam, the five-year-old, grew up to be severely mentally disturbed; he lived in terrible hostels for the homeless and when Levy died (I was told):

Anne turned her back on us and swooped her family into the service. The rabbi who officiated shook hands with Anne, Michael, Sarah and Katie and Loretta Feldman. Adam was completely ignored. He looked awful, hunched and cold. I took him to the rabbi and said he was Ted’s only son . . .

Nobody wants to be reminded of ancient injustice, old wives, castoff families – that pile of debris, the past. Yet is there any link between this lad’s psychiatric distress and the ‘loss’ of his father in the divorce? (‘Yes, I do think that Ted’s absence had a profound effect on Adam’s mental state.’) How much blame for this can be assigned to Sellers – for was he not the first to disrupt people’s harmony, like Alberich, whose cavortings on the bank of the Rhine bring about, several music dramas later, the end of the world? (Sellers embodied Original Sin.) If he was the initiator, years ago, if my correspondent and her son were innocents dragged into his orbit, where and when can his actions and decisions be said to start ceasing to matter?

Which brings us to Victoria, who told the Daily Mail in July 1994 that ‘my dad was really nice and normal’. She’s been in and out of the slammer so often I’ve given up keeping track. The latest news, which will be way out of date by the time you read this, is that she faces a possible two-year sentence on a charge of receiving stolen goods. Her lover, Oscar Lopez, and his friend, Anthony Zapata, have been arrested at her house and accused of murder and armed robberies – all this in addition to the Heidi Fleiss shenanigans, which are the subject of a footnote on pages 986–7.

Victoria once said, ‘I want to be a comedy actress, a kind of female Peter Sellers,’ and she is indeed a comedian in a certain sense. She is not only daughter to Sellers’ blood – but to his manners. Victoria has come in for his sultry, long, thin face – the Portuguese Jewish coloration – and his fecklessness and amorality. Her alleged contempt for proprieties, for law, order and the feelings of others, is a dreadful resurfacing of her father’s mentality – of his way of looking dead behind the eyes. To try and expel him from her system she is undergoing $10,000 worth of plastic surgery: ‘Miss Sellers said she wanted to be rid of creases around her mouth which make her look like her late father,’ readers of the Evening Standard were told on September 27th 1994. Apparently she wants to start looking like Audrey Hepburn instead.

So much is easily said: that the innocent and cunning Victoria is the spawn of a shameful human being who, through his films and other repercussions, is still laughingly alive. Sellers had never allowed her mother to be maternal. The way he reasoned it, attention spent on the baby meant less time spent on him. A good mother was a disloyal wife. Victoria was raised in hotel suites by nannies, and Britt – in despair – claimed that not only did she never change any nappies, but also, ‘I could dispense with the necessity of breast feeding, the thought of which was alien to my nature.’ Victoria was never to be read bedtime stories, nor did anyone sit ‘at a kitchen table with a tube of glue and make animal cardboard cutouts . . .’ She was purposefully neglected and being outrageous became her way of registering that she existed. She has had involvements with cocaine trafficking gangs, and after the modelling and hostessing at night-clubs it was inevitable that she would think that being a hooker was an up-market career path. (Her sole consolation is to gloat on Lynne’s worse fate: ‘The fact that she blew up as a big fat giant and was drinking vodka all day long, taking pills and doing coke – I don’t know but that makes me feel better.’)

Britt, who must loathe and fear the side of Victoria that resembles Sellers, optimistically stated in 1992 that ‘all Victoria’s problems are in the past’. She meant over and done with. The real meaning is that it is in the dark intricacies of her past that Victoria’s present problems have their roots. She has no conception of right and wrong; she is a naughty, naughty girl – and she appears to enjoy every minute of it.

R. L., Manitoba, January 1995



   
Centennial Sellers

I

Princess Diana had died, so this must have been back in 1997. Anyway, two or three days before I first met Freddy DeMann, the Hollywood potentate who’d acquired the film and dramatic rights to The Life and Death of Peter Sellers,[1] I’d inadvertently locked myself in the bedroom. I’d been living a Holly Golightly life in New York, renting an antique apartment behind the Natural History Museum – loose marquetry flooring tiles, huge porcelain bathtubs with Deco chromium taps, a transvestite Somalian maid. I’d returned alone from a radio gig with The Swamp Donkeys, an all-female theatre troupe who’d been advertising their gamine interpretation of Macbeth, had shut myself in what has to be called the boudoir (electric-blue fabrics and heavy drapery inspired by a Zeffirelli set for a Verdi courtesan) and without any trouble at all drank a flask of filthy Californian fizz, staring out at the canary-coloured taxis and the howling police cars and the falling rain. Quite soon I needed to strain the potatoes. I needed to strain the potatoes so bad. The catch on the door had jammed – I couldn’t get to the toilet. Eventually I found this bronze goblet – possibly the Grail itself – and thankfully emptied my bladder into it, marvelling at my aim and balance, or equipoise. By the time Tyrone, the transvestite Somalian maid, set me free mid-morning, the bronze goblet had been joined by a Lalique-effect vase, a scallop-shell ashtray, and a set of Moroccan tea glasses, each filled to the brim. Elsewhere in Manhattan, those progressive artistes, my friends The Swamp Donkeys, were munching their way through the First Folio (‘To know my deed, ’twere best not know myself’) – and I’d been tumbling through a scene more apt for Inspector Clouseau.

Looking back, I do wonder to what extent my biographies are inadvertent autobiographies; I don’t mean in the sense of exact or direct parallels, but there are these subterranean, psychic affinities and mysterious undercurrents. Working on Anthony Burgess, I drew upon what he’d have labelled my own sesquipedalian autodidacticism and what I’d deem a fondness for carnival and colour; Charles Hawtrey elicited a monograph about bitterness and rejection; Laurence Olivier was a portrait of a man fearful of human warmth – and the self-destructive, nymphomaniacal, manic-depressive Vivien Leigh certainly shared attributes with Macbeth’s long-necked witches, i.e. The Swamp Donkeys, which so held me in thrall. And Peter Sellers? His was a new world of delirium – and of gloom and decay, which all my life I have found to be congenial. I always loved the ghostliness of those smudgy black and white movies of the Fifties, where he plays subdued little shuffling old men, clumsy crooks or music hall entertainers; I loved his sad Lotharios in Only Two Can Play, There’s a Girl in My Soup and Hoffman; and what we see in Being There, with Chance the gardener the very vessel of negative capability, is nothing less than a version of Sellers’ own eventual dissolution. From the explosions and gunfire of the Goons (a comic re-enactment of World War Two) to the subtlety and simplicity of Chance, who potters off across the surface of a misty lake at the end, there was always such mischief in Sellers’ eyes and voice, which made me want to keep watching him as a performer. He was very much not an ordinary human being. Sellers, continually changing his appearance and his accent, his bearing and his allegiances, was the hero of my protracted adolescence, that era of self-doubt when we demand of ourselves, Am I this kind of person? Am I that? Sellers had first come to my notice on the Parkinson chat show in 1975, when I was fourteen, and I was instantly smitten by his exhibition of anecdote and impersonation – with his sheer high spirits. Sellers never troubled to fix upon a single personality; I worshipped his wild improbability. It took some years to appreciate that this wasn’t, however, a wonderful freedom from constraint and responsibility and that Sellers was, in fact, a lost and anxious soul, with something very wrong about him deep down. His high spirits were those of a cat having to dance on a hot tin roof until it dies.

I’d begun my Sellers book in 1989. It was published five years later at something over twelve-hundred pages, the record of an obsessive quest to understand every facet and the very nature of a man – an X-ray moving picture, as Hugh Kenner said about his epic on Ezra Pound and his epoch. What forces cause events to happen? How does a sensibility or temperament create itself? How do we form impressions of a person? Quite quickly with Sellers it was apparent that he wasn’t belonging to this planet. He seemed always to hover and alter and transmogrify, like an alien form of life, an alien presence, full of tricks. Nothing sticks for long; he was so restless. He changed wives and girlfriends as frequently as he swapped motor cars and cameras; people were as gadgets he could discard, and he’d grow quickly bored. He was always moving house, and (unless Elizabeth Taylor was in residence) was mostly to be found in the Oliver Messel suite at the Dorchester, where he was to turn up his toes in 1980, go bright blue in the face and collapse onto the carpet, the victim of a coronary thrombosis at the age of fifty-four. On the morning of his funeral, as the hearse oozed towards Golders Green, storm clouds cast London into darkness. Good things of day began to droop and drowse – crows made wing to the rooky wood and no doubt in some temple or other the raiments were rent.

When writing a biography you do of course persevere and collect the hard facts – you verify times and places, tabulate social appointments and specific circumstances, like the summons to the Norwich Union Fire Insurance Society Ltd. designated doctor at 86 Harley Street , W1, after Sellers had had his first heart attack in 1964, or his trip to the costumiers, Berman & Nathan’s, to try on Nazi greatcoats and helmets embossed with swastikas, which was surely an odd hobby for a Jewish man. The entire pocket diary stuff. You interview witnesses, cross-examine the survivors, track down associates, from film directors (e.g. Roy Boulting, who was subsisting in a council flat outside Oxford) to stunt doubles and stand-ins (e.g the woebegone John Taylor, who masqueraded as the star for long-shots in The Fiendish Plot of Dr. Fu Manchu and who, ten years after Sellers’ death, looked like Sellers if Sellers had survived to be a hundred). You interrogate the family, sympathise with the victims. You traipse the world for letters, annotated scripts, billet-doux, medical reports, the whole paper chase around archives and libraries, such as the British Film Institute, the BBC Written Archives Centre, the Raymond Mander & Joe Mitchenson Theatre Collection, the Library of Congress, the University of California, Los Angeles, Film and Television Archive, and the Library and Museum of the United Grand Lodge of England, Freemasons’ Hall, to list a few that still come to mind – the gumshoe aspect that can never end, only be abandoned. But these then are all the first things to go; the reportage, making inquiries, listening to recollections. What is wanted is a novelistic amplitude and atmospheric, where the reader will get to be engaged by issues of interpretation; what matters are the ways observations and perceptions are shared and shaped – all in order to get into Sellers’ mind to discover his irregular power. This, the portrayal of consciousness, is an imaginative activity – and one does hope to achieve or activate ‘the fine balance of truth in observing, with the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects observed’ (Coleridge). Sellers may have been substantially off his head in more than a manner of speaking; he suffered from a degenerative heart disease which I used to mirror his moral disintegration; but there was force and beauty in his hints of ruthlessness. Surely a biopic would simply flatten him out and turn him into an eccentric who couldn’t handle fame, or into a tearful clown, or falsify him as an Age of Aquarius hero who cavorted at Kensington Palace with Princess Margaret and Tony Snowdon; a time of speedboats and Nikons and Playboy Club bunny girls, as satirised in Casino Royale or What’s New Pussycat?

The biopic, in any case, is an undistinguished genre, very likely a branch of camp. Cornel Wilde’s Chopin in A Song to Remember, Dirk Bogarde’s Liszt in Song Without End, Dennis Price in The Bad Lord Byron, Robert Morley in Oscar Wilde, Rod Steiger in W. C. Fields and Me, or Donald O’Connor in The Buster Keaton Story; everyone will have their favourite example, of misplaced homage or inadvertent debunking. Hopkins’ Picasso; Downey Jr’s Chaplin. (Downey Jr. was a candidate for Sellers but always in jail.) Sellers is a particularly difficult case because, without his wigs and false noses, funny voices and silly walks, he was pretty much a blank, an empty space. He was open about this in interviews. ‘I have no personality of my own, you see . . . I have no concrete image of myself. I look in the mirror and what I see is someone who has never grown up – a crashing sentimentalist who alternates between great heights and black depths. You know, it’s a funny thing, but when I’m doing a role I feel it’s the role doing the role, if you know what I mean. When someone tells me, “You were great as so-and-so”, I feel they should be telling this to so-and-so, and when I finish a picture, I feel a horrible sudden loss of identity.’ What is there, therefore, to perform? Nothing will come of nothing. Yet an incidental glimpse of the shimmering vacancy, which constituted the ‘real’ Sellers, now exists, captured in Episode Two of Peter Jackson’s documentary Get Back, released in November 2021, and based on sixty hours of restored archival footage, shot in January 1969 at Twickenham Film Studios, when the Beatles were recording Let It Be. The cameras were left running as Sellers comes in, greets the Beatles awkwardly, the Beatles greet him awkwardly, he sits down briefly, hides his face in his hands, and departs awkwardly. There’s truly nothing much of him there – he seems boneless, pale to the point of transparency, certainly translucency. Sellers acknowledges Ringo, his co-star in The Magic Christian, which was concurrently being made at Twickenham, but Lennon’s wittering perplexes him – was Lennon trying to be funny, in a sub-Milliganesque scatty way? A disengaged bearded McCartney smokes and stares into space. (Harrison was absent in Liverpool – the beginning of the end of the band.) Appearing unawares and unprepared like this, Sellers has no role he can suddenly play, no voice or stance to assume. The whole sequence is a squirm.

Then again, as the incredible disappearing man – the man you’ll meet upon the stair, who in actuality wasn’t there – he felt himself to be absolved from such crimes and misdemeanours as brutalising wives, neglecting his children, or betraying his colleagues. Sellers was a moral amnesiac – though, in truth, some of his caprices have a Roman Emperor grandeur you have to applaud: insisting that Walter Mirisch, the producer of The Prisoner of Zenda, repaint a steam train, hired at huge expense in Vienna, because it was green (an unlucky colour); refusing to venture onto a Blake Edwards set at Shepperton because his dead mother had appeared to him in a vision saying the studio was cursed; explaining he was off to buy a stylus for his hi-fi and turning up at Britt Ekland’s mother’s house in Sweden – meantime everybody back at the film studio in England was waiting for him to return from his errand to Radio Rentals, Edgware Road.

There are thousands of examples of Sellers’ autocratic and self-centred behaviour; you could easily string them together in a screenplay – but as Freddy DeMann said, when we dined in London every few years to discuss the project, Sellers must command our sympathy, otherwise you might as well remake Olivier’s Richard III. (By the way it was one of Sellers’ party turns to recite Beatles lyrics in the clipped, histrionic style of Laurence Olivier.) So, the chief task was always going to be to get the casting right and the passionate debate over who was to play a national hero like Sellers was looking like the quest for Scarlett O’Hara. Ken Stott looked like Sellers, and had weight as an actor, but what could you do about the nasal Glaswegian accent? Jeff Goldblum was facially there, but too lankily Yankee. Ralph Fiennes was too handsome – it would have been like Robert Wagner playing Sellers. Gary Oldman always looked as if he’d bite you in the neck. Kevin Spacey was another over-intense Prince of Darkness as far as I was concerned. Steve Coogan and Sasha Baron Cohen were also mentioned in the press – and Coogan mentioned it in the press. ‘I really wanted that part so badly,’ he told the Times. ‘I loved the script. I did a whole day of screen tests and I think I did really well and the casting director [Nina Gold] told me I did. And then Geoffrey Rush came along and said “I want to do it”, and he’s got an Academy Award and I haven’t, and I was out of the picture. I don’t mind admitting I was pissed off about that.’ As a consolation prize, Coogan was Phileas Fogg in a $110 million version of Around the World in 80 Days, with Jackie Chan as Passepartout. Fact: Ken Campbell claimed Laurence Olivier appeared to him in a dream to say the greatest actor who ever lived was Jackie Chan.

I’d still like to see a Coogan–Sellers film, and a Sacha Baron Cohen–Sellers film, should the subject one day be re-booted, in the same way that every so often we have another run of Batman pictures and Planet of the Apes pictures. As the search for an initial Sellers continued, however, I said forlornly to anyone who’d listen, ‘You need a genius to play a genius. If you consider Larry Parks in The Jolson Story or Diana Ross as Billie Holliday in Lady Sings the Blues, it is like an imitation – like the forgery of a painting, correct in every detail, yet there’s no magic.’ It must have been in the autumn of 2002 that somebody asked what did I think of Geoffrey Rush? ‘Wasn’t he in a film about a piano?’ I replied.

For portraying, in Shine, the grown-up half of David Helfgott, the mentally disintegrating Australian classical pianist (Noah Taylor did the younger years), Rush won a whole Oscar for Best Actor in 1996. He’s very funny as Henslowe in Shakespeare in Love and as Goldie Hawn’s suicidally inclined partner in The Banger Sisters. As Sir Francis Walsingham in Elizabeth and the Marquis de Sade in Quills he’s decidedly creepy, almost as if he’s giving off a pale powdery greenish light. In the manner of Max Bialystock shouting out ‘That’s our Hitler!’ I shouted out ‘That’s our Sellers!’ As he can portray both high comedy and selfish wickedness, I now think that Rush actually gives Sellers-esque performances in all he does, as if he’s taking the roles Sellers would have played, had he lived. (Had he lived, in his last active years Sellers no doubt would have been whizzing down a hill in a tin bath with Compo and Clegg in what had become the ever-growing geriatric cast of Last of the Summer Wine.) It is impossible for me to watch Rush’s Captain Barbossa, in Pirates of the Caribbean, without being reminded of Sellers; Rush gives the role the camp relish of a semi-demonic Captain Hook – and the plot, about double-crossing brigands on the high seas, mutinies and buried treasure, was rather reminiscent of Ghost in the Noonday Sun, which Sellers had sabotaged in 1973 because his horoscope warned him against working near water – and they were on location in the Aegean at the time. The fey, nippy, fantasy-weaving Henry Pendel, in The Tailor of Panama, is a role you can imagine Sellers inhabiting, as is the ill-at-ease lawyer in Lantana. Rush plays characters who are habitual loners, who aren’t easy to know. He (as Sellers would have been) was perfect as Alberto Giacometti in The Last Portrait, who announces, ‘You have to do something by undoing it. Everything is disappearing once more.’

Their glee comes across – plus all their insecurities and fragilities. Though he often has acrobatic bedroom scenes (with Goldie Hawn, who was the girl in Sellers’ soup, Jamie Lee Curtis, Barbara Hershey, and as Sellers, with Charlize Theron’s Britt), Rush remains testy, withdrawn, preoccupied. He has the capacity to chill the air. As Javert, the obsessive policeman in Les Misérables, he has a studied blank look that’s intended to be malevolent – and it’s a Javert face, slightly exaggerated, which he uses in Pirates of the Caribbean, which he’d completed immediately prior to working on The Life and Death of Peter Sellers. He’s taught himself to be very still, because in real life he’s quite fidgety, drawing arabesques with his fingers like a Polynesian dancer; and he can talk eloquently and learnedly, reminding me of his fellow articulate Australian, Barry Humphries, who was the dedicatee of my book, incidentally, and whom I much miss. I hoped Rush was not going to use too much of the expressionlessness for Sellers, because it wouldn’t come off. The character would simply become more and more remote. Sellers’ actual blanched-faced serenity and emptiness were quite different qualities; they were signs of his dissociation, of how insulated he was against reality – which Penelope Gilliatt noticed when she wrote of Sellers in Only Two Can Play that his comic genius ‘lies in suggesting slow-churning instincts . . . His spurts of impossible behaviour come out of a deep resolve . . . to earn the scorn of people he knows to be phoney.’ If Rush holds back on people, it’s because he is a reflective, meticulous actor; Sellers, by contrast, was a creature of instinct and urgency, who could never come to terms with himself and whose acting processes were more like exorcism than anything he could prepare for or explain.

With Rush’s contract inked, as they’d say in Variety, a plaster cast of his head was taken and make-up and prosthetics experts began fabricating noses, chins, lips and cheeks – Rush not only had to be Sellers, at various ages and weights, he also had to be Sellers in character and play roles-within-roles. Costumes were made, using authentic patterns and fabrics for Fifties knitwear and Sixties suits; sets started to go up at Shepperton – a street in Gstaad with snow coming down; a pristine reconstruction of the Café Royal, complete with gilded walls and gold cherubs, red velvet recesses and Venetian chandeliers; the bunker from Doctor Strangelove, for which they’d found Kubrick’s original camera, in a museum in Germany. By April of 2003, with HBO, BBC Films, DeMann Entertainment, and Company Pictures in charge, it was suddenly all a very long way from having a colloquy with myself in a falling-down granite farmhouse in Normandy, with hot and cold running mice, and rain dripping through the roof, when I was writing the manuscript by hand with a fountain pen, in the early Nineties. I now knew what Prospero felt like, when majestic visions of cloud-capped towers and gorgeous palaces were from their confines called – had Prospero, that is to say, received the benefit of three-hundred crew members, ranging from art directors and stand-by art directors to focus-pullers, clapperloaders and grips.

II

A dinner was held at Alastair Little’s, Frith Street, for me to meet the principals. In my Welsh way, I was there early. It was past nine-thirty before people drifted in from the studio, where they’d been testing lenses for a scene involving Sellers accepting his Variety Club of Great Britain Award. Stephen Hopkins, who had made the series 24 with Kiefer Sutherland, and was handling the megaphone, and his regular cinematographer, Peter Levy, already looked ashen and exhausted, as if they were driving themselves so hard they slept in their clothes. Freddy appeared, sombre in an albino astrakhan coat, accompanied by his vivacious Titian-haired wife Candy. Later on Candy was to call the cook out of the kitchen for a round of applause, though Candy herself missed this as she was by then in the Ladies. Dotted around the room were numerous producers whose names I didn’t catch. I remembered how Sellers enjoyed goading such people mercilessly, by messing up carefully planned budgets and schedules. He said that the single point and purpose of a producer was that they could arrange to get your dry-cleaning done, and argue with hotel managers on your behalf over unintentional slights.

Every time I looked up from my wineglass (which was either empty or full and which is the way I like it), a different person was sitting next to me. I don’t know who instigated this frantic musical chairs, but I’d be talking to John Lithgow about Laurence Olivier, and enjoying Lithgow’s inimitable Ohio drawl (‘I’m so proud to be a member of this cast’ – he had a cameo role as Blake Edwards), when he’d be replaced mid-sentence by the director or the photographer or one of Freddy’s daughters. Hopkins told me that he intended putting Herbie Kretzmer’s song ‘Goodness Gracious Me’ on the soundtrack as the camera panned along a row of parked cars – and the last car, a 1960 Bentley Continental, is bouncing up and down as Sellers energetically humps Sophia Loren’s stunt-double on the back seat. I loved the idea of that – my secret injunction all along had been always to invent, invent; as my biography was really a novel, this wasn’t to be a documentary. Sellers himself luxuriated in his own monstrosity – and the style of the film was destined to evoke this. Norman Garwood, who died in 2019, and was Terry Gilliam’s production designer for Time Bandits and Brazil, had been creating baroque enlargements of Sellers’ world – the houses and flats the art department had found for the star were bigger, more castellated, than the places he’d really inhabited; the hotel suites they were constructing were to be stuffed with more bibelots and chinoiserie than was ever to be found in the Dorchester; the premieres of Sellers’ pictures would be held at an Egyptian or Moorish pleasure dome that made the Odeon, Leicester Square, or Graumann’s, in Hollywood, look like log-shanties – the Gala Bingo Hall, in Tooting Broadway, had been hired and exotically re-decorated for a night-shoot that involved hundreds of crowd artistes, eleven additional wardrobe assistants and twenty-two additional make-up and hair experts. My favourite instance of this inflation and extravagance was Hopkins’ scheme for Sellers’ first meeting with Sophia Loren – the pivotal moment, when Sellers decided to abandon his first wife and children and stop being a tubby character actor and turn himself instead into Swinging Sellers with a bachelor pad and an international career. The real Sellers prosaically met Loren off the boat train at Victoria Station. You could do that in front of a black screen with a puff of smoke or steam, at a cost of twenty pence. For the movie, RAF Northolt was closed so that a De Havilland Dove could come into land and Sellers was to swoop up to the steps of the aircraft in a limousine, followed by a few dozen reporters. The image I had was of Sophia Loren (Sonia Aquino) appearing like a goddess from the sky. Jill Taylor, the costume designer, who was to design the costumes for Woody Allen’s London series (Match Point, Scoop, Cassandra’s Dream), was stitching a two-piece figure-clinging tweedy basket-weave wool dress in light lemon and lime green, buttoned up to a collarless neckline, which sort of twinkled. The ensemble would be adorned by a black mink wrap.

The only other person who sat in the same seat all night, whilst everybody else reconfigured, was Geoffrey Rush himself, a wiry Australian in a charcoal coat and grey cotton stockings. His hairline had been shaved back a couple of inches to give him Sellers’ oval moon-shaped face. I noticed that he had blue eyes, which shone like icicles. These were to be concealed behind, or disguised by, coloured contact lenses, to make them brown and soulful. Indeed, for the entire length of the shoot, an employee from the Reel Eye Co. was in attendance with Sellers’ contact lenses for Rush – as just think of the infuriating delays if a lens was dropped or lost or if the star developed conjunctivitis or iritis. You have to think of everything. Rush had sunk himself into the part, he said, by doing a lot of research – and he liked the bit in my book where I said about growing up in South Wales and watching Norman Wisdom films and Peter Sellers films on Saturday afternoons in an empty house, the rest of the country being off playing rugby. He said that’s how it was for him, too, in Toowoomba, Queensland. He was in tropical Australia, with a hankering for the dampness of England and its theatrical aristocracy, Alec Guinness, Ralph Richardson . . . We talked about the great Australians who’d emigrated to England to find an audience, Dick Bentley, Robert Helpmann, Barry Humphries, Rolf Harris. (No, not Rolf Harris.) Stephen Hopkins, who himself grew up in Australia, though he has Welsh roots, said that he had tried to get Humphries for the role of Bill, Sellers’ father. The dates weren’t convenient, apparently. Humphries was committed to giving his Dame Edna cabaret act to Jewish retirees in a Florida everglade. Peter Vaughan was cast instead.(He’s dead now, too.)

Now and again, Freddy would bob up, tap his wine glass with a spoon, and make a brief speech, blessing the project as one would a bride, proposing toasts, and inviting the cast and upper-echelon crew to join him and Candy the following evening at a nightclub called The Sketch, off Regent Street. (In the event, I was the only person to turn up, to experience a typical rebuff. The bouncer at the door, making as if he was searching his clipboard, said there was no record of any Mr and Mrs DeMann on the premises, and wouldn’t let me pass. The mystery of this was never resolved. I asked the fellow if, years ago, he’d possibly had a Somalian relative who’d once had a cleaning job at an antique apartment behind the Natural History Museum, New York, and was his name by any chance Tyrone?) The party at Alastair Little’s broke up towards two a.m., with people having a good laugh at Mel Gibson’s improvident decision to subtitle The Passion of the Christ because the dialogue would be spoken in Aramaic and Latin. A few of us went round the corner to the Groucho Club, in Dean Street. As I mounted a Soho rickshaw, and thinking of Jean Rochefort in Lost in La Mancha, my last words to Rush were, ‘Play Peter Sellers as Don Quixote with the armour off.’ These were to be my very last words to him altogether, too, as ever afterwards he was made-up and in character and Rush himself had effectively vanished. Sellers seemed to take him over.

III

On the day I myself went down to Shepperton, they were due to shoot what was summarised on the call sheet as:

SCENE 9. INT. PEG & BILL’S FLAT – LIVING ROOM, 1957

Sellers plays with Michael his son, he hears Sarah crying next door, he tells Anne he will see to her, Peg follows.

SCENE 10. INT. PEG & BILL’S FLAT – BEDROOM, 1957

Sellers tries to change Sarah, Peg takes over, she tells him not to give up! He is destined for greatness.

Whilst the Sellers story could be told as a gigantic spectacle, like What’s New, Pussycat? or Casino Royale, with thousands of naked dames, it has its private, domestic moments too, with the characters showing sympathy and emotion, and a lot of psychological nuance was going to be involved in these scenes – Sellers with his odd, clammy relationship with his mother; Peg’s animosity towards Anne; Bill being generally left out. The boredom of a family visit on a Sunday afternoon, with everybody getting on each other’s nerves . . . From the outside a film studio is an ugly, shabby conglomeration of warehouses, sheds, pot-holed lanes and portacabins. Go onto a soundstage, however, and you see how illusions are made, and I find it enchanting. Inside G Stage, a barn padded with sound-proofing vermilion foam, and within the mare’s nest of cables and leads and wires and plugs, a whole bijou residence had been put together – a lounge-room, with brownish orange carpets and matching wallpaper; in the corner was a cocktail bar stocked with Portuguese liqueurs and adorned with Spanish flamenco figurines. Off this there was a dining area with a dark brown varnished table and on the sideboard were stacks of Sellers’ LPs, photographs of Peg and Bill (posed for by Miriam Margolyes and Peter Vaughan), newsclippings about Sellers (mocked up by the art department), and cheap seaside ornaments. A little hall led to a staircase – which ended in mid-air. Outside the windows there were pot plants and, ten or so yards beyond these bushes, painted backdrops of rooftops and sky. Immediately next to the lounge set and on a plinth was a landing area which
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