

[image: images]





Praise for War Paint

 

‘With fast-paced prose, Woodhead has succeeded in turning dusty archives into high drama . . . the story is so riveting’

Suzy Menkes, International Herald Tribune

‘They never met, but they hated each other; a fascinating study of the formidably ambitious queens of cosmetics’

Sunday Times

‘Fantastically rich in its detailing of 20th century cultural and social history’

Independent on Sunday

‘Their rivalry was the stuff of legend – neither would utter the other’s name – but they had in common superhuman energy, monstrous egotism and an instinctual understanding of consumer culture’

The Telegraph

‘War Paint is bursting with gossip and anecdotes’

The Times

‘So good is this story of the two cosmetic empresses, the American Arden and the Polish Rubinstein, that we can only ask: how come we never heard it until now?’

Sunday Independent (Ireland)


‘From humble beginnings, Arden and Rubinstein harnessed dreams, flogged them with silky persuasiveness and achieved multimillion dollar turnovers . . .’

Independent on Sunday

‘Exposes every scratch and hiss of a rivalry that consumed the cosmetics industry for most of the 20th century’

Scotland on Sunday

‘Lindy Woodhead has written about these two slap-dragons with humorous sensitivity and sympathy’

Literary Review

‘Woodhead knows everything about Madame and Miss Arden, about their business and its history’ Financial Times

‘With enviable skill, Woodhead documents this parallel rags-to-riches story, lacing it with lavish helpings of gossip’

Canada Post

‘An extraordinary book’

Evening Herald (Ireland)

‘Iridescence, glamour and delight abound’

Sunday Business Post

‘Woodhead has not only researched her subject’s lives in minute detail, carefully unravelling many tall tales they told about themselves, but also has placed them and the new industry they founded in context’

Yorkshire Post

‘An impressively researched and intelligent account of these two lives as a parable of their times and ours . . . there is an authority and an integrity that is often absent from beauty/fashion journalism’

Irish Independent

‘Lindy Woodhead’s book defines the decades, from 1900 on, by Rubinstein’s and Arden’s potions and applications’

Evening Herald (Ireland)

‘Skilfully intertwining and contrasting their professional and private lives . . . The book paints a vivid picture of the social life in London, Paris and New York of the time’

Sunday Tribune

‘As biography, it’s compelling. As sheer entertainment, it’s utterly delicious’

Scotland on Sunday
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Dedicated to the memory of Patrick O’Higgins






Epigraph

In a country where wealth is constantly bringing new claimants for consideration into the arena of fashion – for it is, after all, no more than a struggle for notoriety, that may be more bloodless but is not less bitter than that of the gladiators – those who are in its possession contrive all possible means of distinction between themselves and those who are about to dispute their ascendancy.

James Fenimore Cooper, 1828
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List of Illustrations

Helena posing – and imposing – in astrakhan and ostrich feather trimmed hat for a photograph taken by Mertens, Mai & Cie in Vienna in 1893 – three years before she left for Australia

Helena’s press handout photograph, used in the Melbourne publication Table Talk in 1904, just a year after opening her first beauty salon there. She was thirty-two, becoming famous and on her way to making her fortune

Helena, circa 1910, pregnant with her first son, Roy, and dressed by Poiret

Helena, circa 1912, living in London and pregnant with Horace, posing with her son Roy

One of the earliest pictures of Elizabeth Arden, circa 1910, when she had just established her own business in New York

Miss Arden and her husband, Thomas Jenkins Lewis, on their wedding day at the St Regis Hotel, New York, 29 November 1915

Miss Arden, circa 1922, with another of her beloved dogs – wearing an embroidered cheesecloth dress almost certainly by Babani of Paris, whose perfumes she was importing at the time

Elizabeth, circa 1925, in fantasy mode – dressed to impress for a costume ball – as Little Bo Peep, complete with her white poodle

The Elizabeth Arden Salon exercise regimes were lavishly illustrated for clients to continue at home. This one is Arden’s ‘Hip Roll’ reduction, circa 1928, ‘counting 1 to 4 whilst contracting the abdomen’ twelve repeats each morning

Madame Rubinstein’s salons offered exercise and stretch classes too – neat navy blue gym clothes compulsory – this class is in her New York Salon, circa 1918

By 1935, Elizabeth had opened her first health spa, Maine Chance, described by Vogue as being ‘like no other place under the sun, where you live a charmed and incredible life in Sybaritic surroundings, trained as rigorously as any athlete’. The Arden exercise demonstrators were put through their paces, working out with hoops for photography

Maine Chance offered tennis, water-skiing, swimming, sailing, badminton, riding and archery. Clients were never let off a minute of their exercise programmes – but there were cars to take them up and down hills, and a station wagon followed behind bringing mid-morning broth to drink

Miss Arden was very keen on deportment . . . Once those spines were stretched, it was heads up and shoulders back, going down the stairs with books firmly balanced

It wasn’t all hard work at Maine Chance. Rest and relaxation were part of the programme too. Miss Arden’s British butler, Frederick, was on hand to serve diluted fruit juices from crystal glasses. The cane sun-loungers had pink cotton scalloped hoods and mattresses

Measuring at Maine Chance . . . full measurements were taken on arrival and departure. The tables were stocked with Arden products – as were the guest bedrooms. The uniforms worn by the treatment specialists included a pink moire bow in their hair

Elizabeth’s personal Christmas card in 1933 was a photo-montage of everything she loved most – Maine Chance, water-skiing, her New York salon – and, last but not least, Elizabeth with one of her horses

A make-up class at the Helena Rubinstein Salon on Fifth Avenue, circa 1939. The marble head in the right-hand corner is by Polish sculptor Elie Nadelman

Exercises were done on miraculous machines like this awesome metal hip roller. Late-night sessions for working women were oversubscribed

By 1937, Miss Arden had opened a state-of-theart ‘Gymnasium Moderne’ at her Fifth Avenue Salon, the colours and fixtures designed around a painting she commissioned at a cost of $10,000 by Georgia O’Keeffe called Miracle Flower. The fencing master Nadi gave classes, and clients ‘unfurled’ during stretching exercises on satin-backed cashmere yoga mats

Madame Rubinstein in her laboratory. She posed for similar pictures throughout her career, promoting herself as ‘the Beauty Scientist’

With her factory workers, milling parsley for a skin tonic. Madame adored her laboratories and called them her ‘kitchens’

Miss Arden, swathed in white mink, photographed by Cecil Beaton in 1930. They argued over the pictures and he thought she had destroyed the prints, but copies are still on file in the Arden archives in New York today

The flat-fronted façade of the Helena Rubinstein Salon at 715 Fifth Avenue which opened in 1937 to great architectural acclaim. The lower-case lettering was much admired

Miss Arden cared little for architectural acclaim, but believed totally in brand recognition. Her bright-red lacquered doors became part of her signature logo and were used at every salon around the world. She’s photographed here, wearing silver lamé and mink, outside the red door of her latest salon on Fifth Avenue in 1929

Elizabeth Arden painted by Augustus John, circa 1930, at the suggestion of Bessie Marbury. She didn’t care for the first portrait, so insisted on a second one – she didn’t like that one much either!

Madame Rubinstein, however, adored having her portrait painted. This one is by Marie Laurencin, showing Helena as an Indian Maharani, wearing pearls and emeralds

Miss Arden on the cover of Time magazine, 6 May 1946. The prestigious magazine ran a major feature interview on her, titled ‘A Queen Rules the Sport of Kings’, devoting almost as much copy to her horse-racing career as her beauty empire

Helena posed for Salvador Dali in New York during World War II chained to a rock by her ropes of emeralds. Dali became a close friend and painted a series of murals for what he called the ‘dream room’ at Madame’s Park Avenue penthouse

Miss Arden’s ‘Doorway to Beauty’ campaign ran in glossy magazines around the world. This version is from American Vogue, May 1939, and includes the famous Baron de Meyer photograph of Vionnet’s favourite model Roberta, bandage-wrapped in white gauze. Miss Arden adored this image of virginal, faintly medicinal beauty, originally photographed in 1929, and ran the picture in various formats for almost two decades

Miss Arden was full of patriotic fervour in World War II and created a lipstick for the US Marine Corps Women’s Reserve, advertising it extensively. Used in Vogue, April 1944, the copy said ‘Elizabeth Arden’s newest lipstick colour – “Montezuma Red” . . . inspired by the brave, true red of the chevrons of the women of America in the Marines . . . a tribute to some of the bravest men and women in the world’

Horses were taken as a theme throughout several major campaigns over three decades. This sleek and slick image for ‘Saratoga Red’, a new lipstick colour, was used in Harper’s Bazaar in 1963

Czech-born fashion illustrator René ‘R.R’ Bouché was one of the most acclaimed illustrators of his era, earning admiration for his fashion drawings for French Vogue. When war was declared, Bouché joined the French army, was arrested by the Gestapo, but escaped and made his way to New York, where he became one of American Vogue’s most popular contributors. He was Miss Arden’s favourite illustrator – his genteel, delicate style being used for several of her advertisements during the 1940s and ’50s. This image was to launch a lipstick and nail polish called ‘Radiant Peony’

Meanwhile, Madame Rubinstein was also using flowers as a theme, and illustrating advertisements with, it must be said, slightly less élan than that achieved by René Bouché. Her advertising also had to work harder – this image for ‘Red, Red Rose’ featured six shades of red lipstick in one advertisement

No, it’s not plastic surgery, it’s beauty salon treatments – Vienna Face Mask treatment at Elizabeth Arden, New York, in April 1937

Clients enrolling for Madame Rubinstein’s ‘Day of Beauty’ had their metabolic rate tested by the in-house doctor before they were given their diet plans

Face and chin being warmed with electric current pads wrapped in satin which begin the ‘Firmo-Lift’ treatment at Elizabeth Arden’s Salon in New York, May 1939

Helena Rubinstein’s ‘Pomade Noir’ masque treatment, designed to ‘firm the contours’, in New York, March 1939. Each face masque treatment took at least one hour and ‘hot’ masques involved electric current. If a salon feature appeared in a January issue of a magazine on Rubinstein, by March, one appeared about Arden . . . and vice versa

Continuing the ‘Firmo-Lift’ treatment, gel is applied and the face and neck are pressure-bandaged for half an hour

Madame’s passion for African art was the visual influence when Vogue ran a feature called ‘Masked Beauty’. Face masques were an anchor Rubinstein treatment. Madame swore by them, recommending two a week be applied at home

Rest and relaxation at Elizabeth Arden’s New York Salon following a ‘Firmo-Lift’ treatment in 1939. The beds had special lifts under the knees to aid circulation

An infra-red sun lamp session in the ‘Sun Clinic’ at Helena Rubinstein’s New York Salon in 1937. Clients stretched out on sunloungers lying on real sand, heated by ultraviolet recessed ceiling lamps which ‘bounced’ back rays from an aluminium surface. An even, all-over suntan was guaranteed

The gymnastic bars at Helena Rubinstein’s New York Salon in 1937. Clients were put through their stretching paces for half an hour at a time – skirted play-suits provided

An in-store Elizabeth Arden product counter at The Denver Dry Goods Company, Denver, Colorado, circa 1935. Each counter was staffed by Arden-trained sales girls, who wore pink silk smocks and a big smile

A Helena Rubinstein product display case, as used in their wholesale showrooms, circa 1938. Modified display cases would be provided to stockists such as local pharmacies and drug-stores, without the full counter space found in department stores

Helena Rubinstein, aged sixty-three. Richer by six million dollars and charged-up to reconquer America. She’s photographed on tour with one of her African carvings loaned to MoMA for their 1935 ‘Negro Art Exhibition’. A very young Ernestine Carter was assistant curator at the exhibition and later confessed that the French shippers, at a loss as to how to pack the complex statues, had ‘often removed heads, arms and feet to fit them into the crates’. Mrs Carter and her colleagues had to put them back together again, hoping they got it right

Edward W. Titus who, wrote journalist Wambly Bald, ‘only sold books to people who loved them as much as he did’. Titus is shown in his first floor apartment, above his book shop in rue Delambre, Montparnasse

The Bangwa Queen. Helena’s favourite – and most valuable – African carving, photographed by Man Ray in Paris, circa 1930. He posed ‘the Queen’ with one of his favourite models, Ad

Madame with her beloved younger son Horace, photographed at her Paris apartment, circa 1952

Miss Arden takes to the airwaves for an NBC radio show with Baron Wrangel and the Ritz-Carlton orchestra in 1934. She yearned to have her own show, and subsequently signed to sponsor an Elizabeth Arden show with CBS, featuring Eddy Duchin’s orchestra

Madame on the radio in 1933 for a series of interviews on skin-care and beauty regimes, accompanied by her own press photographer to record the event. Her wonderful hat is by Schiaparelli – but the sound recording was less than wonderful. In part because she was always uneasy broadcasting live, and also because of her accent which listeners found hard to decipher

Helena tried for years to persuade Picasso to paint her portrait and eventually sat for him in 1955 in the South of France, coming away with, if not her painting, then this picture as a souvenir

Madame in posed repose on her famous Lucite bed. she was more normally to be found propped up on pillows holding a ‘breakfast in bed’ meeting with her senior staff at around 7.30 a.m. each morning while in New York than dressed and jewelled for a publicity picture

Helena with her friend, the artist Casimir Marcoussis. They are posed in front of a vast wall panel he executed for her Quai de Bethune, Paris, apartment in 1936

Madame in her Balenciaga red brocade dress at a party she hosted at her Grafton Street Salon in London in 1958 to celebrate her portrait by Graham Sutherland. Left to right – Viscount Hambledon, Lady Hambledon, Mr Douglas Cooper, Madame, Mrs Artur Rubinstein, Kathy Sutherland, Artur Rubinstein, Graham Sutherland

Helena had a great fondness for Yves St Laurent and followed his career from Dior to the launch of his own house in 1962. She’s photographed here with him after his couture show in the autumn of 1962

Front row at the show. Madame always had a front row seat at the Paris shows, and an especially favoured one at Dior. Here she is sitting next to Marlene Dietrich at the second show designed for the House of Dior by the young Yves St Laurent in the autumn of 1958

Madame always said this was her favourite photograph. She’s wearing a purple taffetta skirt with a white silk shirt and cashmere shrug, posing at her New York apartment, circa 1957

Helena with her second husband, the genial Georgian Prince, Artchil Gourielli Tchkonia, photographed at her New York apartment, circa 1950. Her ‘official’ press pictures would be carefully retouched, trimming inches off the upper arms and waist. This informal one shows her battle with the bulge

Madame with her niece Mala at the American Trade Exhibition in Moscow in July 1959, where Helena Rubinstein Inc exhibited with their own stand. By now, she was travelling with a full-time nurse in attendance

Patrick O’Higgins, Madame’s personal assistant for fifteen years, photographed with American socialite Brenda Frazier, circa 1955

Miss Arden hired her old friend Charles James to design custom-made clothes for her New York Salon in 1944. Cecil Beaton drew the atelier for an editorial feature in American Vogue in December of that year . . . by which time James had already left

Elizabeth Arden sponsored the Duchess of Windsor Ball in New York in 1953, when Miss Arden coerced Wallis to wear an Arden gown – designed by Jean Desses – for her portrait picture for American Vogue. The duchess had originally decided on Dior

Miss Arden being escorted by Count Sarmi, her resident fashion designer, during the 1950s. All her designers – Charles James, Castillo, Count Sarmi and Oscar de la Renta, had to do ‘escort duty’ – or ‘extra mileage’ as James described it

Elizabeth with a young Oscar de la Renta, hired as her in-house designer in New York in 1962

Elizabeth Arden Graham was never happier than when out with ‘her babies’ as she called her horses. She’s leading a particular favourite, Jewel’s Reward, into the winner’s circle at Belmont Park in October 1957. Jewel’s Reward subsequently became famous for biting the hand that fed him when he nipped the tip off Miss Arden’s little finger. When Madame heard the news, she famously said, ‘Tell me, how is the horse?’

Horses were used to promote Arden’s signature fragrance Blue Grass for decades. Her management were originally against naming the new perfume after the ‘Blue Grass’ of Kentucky, telling her that women wouldn’t associate glamour with horses. They were wrong. It was an all-time bestseller and remains on the line to this day

Elizabeth Arden Graham’s proudest moment – in the winner’s enclosure when her horse Jet Pilot won the Kentucky Derby in 1947. Left to right – her horse manager Leslie Combs, Mrs Graham, ‘Silent’ Tom Smith, her trainer, and her jockey, Eric Guerin on ‘the Jet’, draped with the Derby winner’s famous blanket of roses

Miss Arden at her Irish castle, Barretstown, where her horses were trained by Stuart Murless. She’s with two of her fillies – Canticle by Sovereign Path out of Lunestone, and Honey Fun by Alcide out of Honey Flower

Miss Arden’s old friend Henry Sell was appointed editor of Hearst’s Town & Country magazine in 1949. Maria de Gramont, by this time working for Elizabeth’s sister Gladys, hosted a glamorous party to welcome Henry back to the Paris collections. Among the guests were (front row) artist Etienne Drian; (middle row on the left) Elsa Schiaparelli, Gladys de Maublanc, Countess Marie Blanche de Polignac, Maria de Gramont and fashion designer Jean Desses. Henry Sell is in the middle of the back row, with Christian Dior on his left

Elizabeth with her sister, Gladys de Maublanc (left). ‘Gladys was more brittle, a little more soignée, said a friend. In the background is company sales vice president Jack Treat. He had all the criteria Miss Arden required in her staff – he was handsome, charming and very tall

Madame Rubinstein aged seventy-nine and giving it all she’s got, wearing satin, sables and pearls, posing for Cecil Beaton in 1951






Introduction

ELIZABETH ARDEN AND HELENA RUBINSTEIN were, indisputably, the originators of the global, luxury, beauty industry as it exists today. They were able to achieve it due to the fact that women’s hopes, those of becoming – or staying – attractive and looking younger, largely rest in creams. These two opportunist women, born in the late 1800s, had had no formal education, yet their instinctive knowledge that ‘beauty culture’ was a good idea meant they had already built their names into identifiable brands before the First World War.

Each established a flourishing international business, harnessing the emergent trend for skincare to the great commercial consumer growth of the twentieth century. That they did it at a time when women could expect little, if any, financial support from husband, family or banks, and even less from the male-dominated pharmaceutical industry from which they purchased supplies, makes their achievements all the more remarkable. They exercised autonomous control as sole owners and operators of their companies, which achieved multimillion-dollar turnovers, at a time when women rarely achieved commercial leadership, and job opportunities for women of their class were often limited to being a nurse, secretary or shop assistant, perhaps with the hope of making a suitable marriage.

When Elizabeth Arden arrived in New York from Canada in 1907, her name was Florence Nightingale Graham. It was a decade before women got the vote, a time when to show so much as an ankle was horrifying, when less than sixteen per cent of America’s houses were wired for electricity, when a single woman might conceivably have a job, but definitely not a career, and on marriage was expected to retreat to her husband’s side and look after

hearth and home. Florence came from a small, agricultural homestead, where a bath would have been a Saturday night treat to prepare for Sunday church. Toothbrushes were rare, deodorants didn’t exist and she and her sisters would have washed their hair every four weeks – sharing the same water, heated in a vat on the kitchen range. Stockings were lovingly darned, buttoned boots were expected to last for at least two years and there were few, if any, medicines to treat illnesses such as TB, pneumonia, influenza or measles. The only influence that her rival Helena Rubinstein achieved in her youth was in ruling the roost over her seven sisters in their cramped house in the Polish city of Krakow, where they lived a quiet, orthodox Jewish life, expected to work hard helping out at the family hardware store, leave school early, and marry whichever their father told them to.

Despite the fact that both women were born into hardship, they had an innate understanding of luxury and showmanship. Rubinstein’s was honed by world travel – she left Europe for Australia to find her fortune – and Arden’s by her passion for nickelodeons and romantic novels. Their inherent marketing and business skills were formidable and each had an instinctive gift for persuading affluent and aspirational women to part with their money. Their intuition in taking ‘beauty culture’ out of the realms of snake oil salesmanship and into the realms of respectability was a masterstroke. But their real genius was to put their name above the door of their own beauty salons, creating shrines to the mysteries of the skin and the body beautiful, in a mise-en-scène that was as inspired a business move as it was inspiring to their clients. No other brand achieved this unique position. Big businesses ultimately bought salons belonging to other so-called experts, or opened salons of their own to give credibility to their retail offerings. Rubinstein and Arden, however, each started with her own tiny, luxurious salon, massage skills, a jar of cream, a heightened sense of salesmanship, and the knack of making clients believe in their magic. Their success was due to the fact that they did it better than anybody else.

Their visionary creative skills have become overshadowed by the vast size and power of the beauty business in the twenty-first century. By the time they died in the mid-1960s, both were old in an era when age was neither revered nor respected. Their contribution and achievement was quickly forgotten in the dynamics of consumerism and the emerging media markets that lionised the latest and the youngest, non-conformist style-setters. The death of two elderly, opinionated and seemingly dated ladies was noted by

the media as ‘the end of an era’. There was little time in the rebellious freedom of the 1960s to remember two women who represented the past, despite each having been a genius.

Like all geniuses they had their flaws. Both wielded immense power, which they used with misguided force against their hapless executives. Both were tyrannical, temperamental, obsessive, mercurial, despotic workaholics. Neither came from the school of business training that preaches you achieve more by not arguing. Both were bullies, often terrifying to their staff, and loved and hated in equal part by families, friends, employees, lawyers and bankers. They ruled imperiously, loath to delegate even the smallest decision. Fear and trembling – as well as excitement – echoed through the corridors of their perfumed offices when these perfectionist women arrived at work.

Helena Rubinstein froze out anyone she didn’t care for. If they didn’t get the message quickly enough, she had their desk removed. Elizabeth Arden turned on staff she felt were being stupid, reducing grown men to a quivering heap – and sometimes to tears – hiring, and more often firing, on a whim.

Working at Elizabeth Arden was often described as ‘walking through a revolving door’. Both women led however by example, working harder than their employees and were inspirational teachers, earning tremendous admiration, particularly amongst their female counter-staff and factory workers. Male sales managers were, for the main part, less keen to accept their female leaders’ divine right to rule their empires as they wished.

Both women knew the value of a dollar. Whilst Miss Arden would be wildly extravagant, she was also thrifty, whilst Madame – as Helena Rubinstein was always known – was mean to the point of obsession. She prowled the corridors of her buildings, turning off lights. ‘Electrick is so expensive,’ she would say, and often took her lunch to work in a brown paper bag, munching on a chicken leg at her desk, grumbling that the staff had gone out for their own break. ‘Where is everybody?’ she would yell at an empty office, shaking the half-eaten drumstick in her fist as she gestured towards the deserted desks. Madame rarely increased an employee’s salary without a fight, and had a reputation for being tight about pay and benefits – except when she was poaching staff from Arden. Then she would pay whatever it took to get them. Miss Arden, however, always paid top salaries, her canny business instinct telling her that training up new staff would cost more. She took her pound of flesh by working them around the clock. A

great insomniac, she would call her weary executives at all hours. ‘Just for a little chat, dear,’ she would say. As her little chats were wont to continue for nearly an hour, most of her senior management were seriously sleep-deprived.

Although always surrounded by people, both women were achingly lonely. They sacrificed their private lives to run their companies, and their friends and travelling companions were almost always on the payroll. Neither was fulfilled emotionally, nor physically, yet both married twice, late in life, the first time round to men who, although financially dependent on their wives, helped them commercially, and the second time to princes with dubious titles and, in the case of Arden’s, even more dubious sexuality, but whose names helped them socially. Elizabeth Arden had no children and Helena Rubinstein’s two sons grew up resenting the fact that, in their eyes at least, her business always came first.

These two women so dedicated to beauty were not beauties themselves. Diminutive in size (Rubinstein was a tiny 4′10″ and Arden a petite 5′2″) if not in ego, and certainly not in bank balance, they towered above their competitors in energy and vision. Always wary and vitriolic about each other, they were also paranoid about their competitors, in particular Charles Revson, of Revlon fame, who was called ‘the nail man’ by Madame and ‘that man’ by Miss Arden. Not known for his sense of humour, the industry smiled when Revson brought out an after-shave called ‘That Man!’

Both women were born under the star sign of Capricorn and showed strong characteristics associated with that sign, being stubborn, resourceful and underneath all the outward bravura, quite shy. They loved their work and the businesses that bore their names, more than anything else – except possibly money. Their insecurities – both were the daughters of failed fathers and felt family rejection keenly – meant the acquisition of money became the driving force in their lives and both were recognised at the height of their fame as the richest, most powerful, self-made women in the world. Madame and Miss Arden both lavished their fortunes on their one great personal passion. For each of them, this obsessive passion – Madame’s was collecting what she described as ‘beautiful things’ and Elizabeth Arden’s was racehorses, which she felt were often more beautiful than humans – eclipsed family, home, husbands and friends. The affection they poured into their consuming hobbies compensated in no small part for their repressed sexuality.


Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden can claim to have created the beauty regimes we take for granted today and were decades ahead of any competitors in their ideas for developing product ranges. Their enlightened salon exercise and health treatments have rarely been bettered. Between them they manufactured hundreds of products, their first being a commercial range of moisturisers, nourishing cream, cleansing cream and astringents, all beautifully packaged, scented and labelled and promoted with the requisite ‘scientific’ claims that they would keep the skin ‘young and beautiful and eliminate wrinkles’. Best known for their ‘treatment creams’, they soon expanded into cosmetics. Between them they packaged fine, tinted face-powders; light tinted foundation creams; soft, blended cream-rouge; lip-pencils; lipstick in a push-up metal container developed from cartridge shells after the First World War, and lip-gloss. Their make-up ranges included coloured eye shadows in cream and powder form – in both bright and muted tones – eye-brow pencils; eye-liners and mascara – all at a time when most women would hardly have worn a dab of rouge, never mind full eye make-up. Helena Rubinstein can take credit for the world’s first waterproof mascara and later for the precursor of the mascara wands used universally today when she bought and developed a business called ‘Mascara-Matic’. They were the first to develop a professional range of sun-tan products, including fake tan, and to advocate sunblock. ‘I have but this to say, sunburn is beauty suicide,’ said Madame Rubinstein.

They weren’t the first successful operators in the cosmetics business. Industrialists François Coty and Pierre Wertheimer, French businessmen par excellence, made their fortunes from fragrance and make-up, as had Eugene Rimmel before them. The two ‘Beauty Queens’, as they came to be known, were not the first to commercially offer coloured cosmetics. That accolade belongs to Leichner, the family firm from Berlin and Vienna, founded in 1853, which provided greasepaint for actresses. Neither were they the first to offer complexion soap, or shampoo, or dentifrice powder or cold cream. Such things were made by Ponds, or by Procter & Gamble who were founded in America in 1837, or Colgate Palmolive Peet. Procter & Gamble’s soap was rather nice, especially ‘Ivory’, promoted as being ‘nearly 100% pure’. In the 1920s they launched ‘Camay’, their ‘complexion soap endorsed by dermatologists’ – who were, naturally enough, on their staff at the time. Neither did Rubinstein nor Arden ever attempt to target the African American market. That was exclusively the fiefdom of two

dynamic women, also great rivals, Annie Turnbo Malone and Madame C.J. Walker, whose hair treatment products had made them both millionaires by the early twentieth century.

Elizabeth Arden and Madame Rubinstein were however the first women to run their own global business, giving their personal name not merely to beauty salons and a luxury wholesale brand, but to a way of life. Both had huge personal magnetism and became so closely identified with the techniques they preached, that women consumers identified with them personally, much more than with the faceless power of a corporation.

They were the originators of selling prestige cosmetics ranges to department stores, whose ‘toilet goods’ departments in those days more usually sold rice powder, hairnets, soap and scent bottles. Both trained awesomely efficient, exceedingly attractive, demonstrators in their own beauty schools. They created cosmetics containers as a beautiful accessory, making jewelled powder compacts (one series of Rubinstein’s designed by Dali and Dufy) and sensuously glamorous lipstick cases. Arden’s ranges were available packed into travelling vanity cases in miniature sizes and if anyone went overseas and ran out of her favourite face cream it wasn’t a problem. Devotees could pick up a jar at beauty salons, identified by their red doors, in London, Paris, the South of France, Madrid, Rome, Berlin, Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro, Sydney, Nassau, Toronto, New York and key cities across the USA, plus at beauty counters in all the world’s finest stores.

By the 1920s, both Arden and Rubinstein were offering treatments in the salons which included oxygen facials, deep tissue massage, exfoliation, depilation, eyelash dyeing, freckle-bleaching, manicures, pedicures, self-tanning, metabolic testing, naturopathic water treatments, heat treatments, paraffin waxing, yoga, gymnastics, deportment, grooming, stretch and anti-stress classes and even fencing classes! Treatment staff were dressed in medically-inspired, crisp white uniforms and wore soft-soled white nurses’ shoes, the whole atmosphere being one of a perfumed clinic. Light-diet dining rooms served delicious food and after several hours being pampered, clients could have a make-up lesson and finish off with the attentions of an in-house hairdresser.

Their public relations and customer-service skills were legendary. Between them, they pioneered special offers, customer mail shots, questionnaires and advice letters. Their demonstrators went into schools, colleges, factories and even the White House to preach the word of beauty.

Rubinstein intertwined her art collections and the creativity of artists with her business. Arden was the first tycoon to use sporting events for significant corporate client entertainment.

Their early product advertising was part of the creative process which spawned the growth of America’s glossy, consumer advertising industry. They used the first – and the best – of the emerging fashionable photographers, illustrators, models, interior designers and creative directors. They helped, in no small part, to develop the amateur skills of many creative artists, enabling them to move into professional, financially rewarding careers. Ideas instigated by Arden and Rubinstein gave commercial work the requisite edge to seduce the fashionable customer. The effort of these two women has spawned industries now taken for granted. Product packaging, beauty advertising, consumer public relations – both women courted the press assiduously and were tireless at self-promotion – head-to-toe beauty salons, health spa holiday resorts – all of them can be more or less tracked back to concepts laid down by Miss Arden and Madame.

As the twentieth century unfolded, bringing untold economic opportunity, these two women seized the moment. Social historians writing about shifts in trends have written extensively about fashion designers who made their mark in changing the way women looked, amongst them influential women like Coco Chanel, Jeanne Lanvin and Elsa Schiaparelli. Chanel in particular having an enduring allure not just for the stunning simplicity of her early, directional, clothes, but because of the awesomely successful fragrance bearing her name.

But what Miss Arden and Madame fashioned helped give women a freedom of expression analogous to women gaining the right to vote. They lived and worked through two World Wars, adapting their products and promotional campaigns to the social change brought by these seismic events. Not to mention the invention of the motor-car, aeroplane, the cinema, radio, television, the telegraph and telex, commercial refrigeration, mass-distribution and the explosive growth of a consumer-driven, affluent society.

Despite working for over six decades in the same milieu, with much of that time spent in the same city – New York – and clashing head-on in business, Miss Arden and Madame never met. Madame, it’s been said, once glanced at her rival, seated across a busy restaurant, and remarked to her lunch companion, ‘Ha! Too much hair colour for a woman of her age’, blithely impervious to the fact that her own blue-black tresses were by then professionally dyed each month.


These two innovative and talented women fought for most of their lives for supremacy in a field they made uniquely powerful. Their battles were an equal contest between two giant personalities. In the end, there was no outright victor. They were both triumphant, and the legacy these pioneering tycoons left behind – that when you wake up, you put on your make-up but not before cleansing, toning and nourishing the skin – arguably touches the lives of women throughout the entire developed world today.

The title ‘War Paint’ has the advantage of conjuring up powerful visual images, appropriate for a book about the cosmetics industry. Native American Indian braves, their faces painted with battle stripes ready for attack. The sumptuously made-up face of Queen Cleopatra, as she set out to conquer both Julius Caesar and Mark Antony with her painted beauty, both images indelibly printed in our minds thanks to that triumph of the creative arts in the twentieth century – the cinema.

Between the 1930s and the 1950s, the phrase ‘war paint’ became common usage to describe make-up. Putting on one’s ‘war paint’ was part of the battle cry of women, often preparing themselves for their own battle, the seduction of men. The lyrics of a hit song in the mid-1950s went ‘You don’t need war paint, you’re not going to fight a war, you’re only going out with the boy next door!’ The expression was not in common parlance prior to the 1920s because few Western women of refinement would wear much, if any, make-up in public life. Coloured cosmetics, particularly eye make-up, were the province of actresses – and whores. This social stigma lasted a long time. Stevenson’s Book of Quotations, first published in 1934, says: ‘Face: painted. See also under Whore’.

‘Painting’ inspires disdain and devotion in equal measure. For my part, I have always worn make-up and as a teenage rebel had the dubious distinction of being sent out of a history class at school to ‘go and wash my face’, having just discovered the delights of Max Factor’s Pan Stick. As has often been reported, the most unlikely of high-flying career women, including doctors, lawyers, judges and MPs, are often as devoted to their cosmetics as any beauty editor, whilst conversely, even a top model waiting for a casting is likely to be barefaced. Most of all, girls of all ages, from four to forty-something, seem to adore lipsticks, having an entire wardrobe of salves, lip balms and glosses. Delighted manufacturers are obliging this seemingly recession-proof and insatiable desire (devotees admit to buying a new lipstick each week) by providing products scented with fruits, stress-relieving

 fragrances, circulation-boosting substances and even breath-fresheners. One enterprising manufacturer introduced ‘Latte Lip’ in 2000, which gives the wearer an energising shot of caffeine whenever she licks her lips. At £14 a time, such pleasures could come from a cup of freshly ground coffee a lot less expensively, but such is the power of lipstick that the product has been a phenomenal success.

Critics are fond of citing the fashion and beauty industry as being frivolous and superficial. Indeed, many aspects of the business are particularly unedifying, not least the behaviour of many of the people who control it. Kennedy Fraser, a perceptive writer, made the observation in her introduction to a book titled, On the Edge, 100 Years of Vogue, that ‘The fashion world’s a dangerous place. The most vulnerable don’t survive it’. Not that Miss Arden or Madame were at all vulnerable. They were tough women. But they were fortunate in being able to create their businesses in a more gentle, and genteel, world than exists today. Both enjoyed the fusion of creative skills with a money-making process at a time when such things were a more pleasurable experience.

Increasingly today, there is a move towards a more holistic approach to health, beauty and lifestyle, which impacts on our psychological well-being and which is particularly relevant to the early vision of Miss Arden and Madame. Women who spend their valued leisure time at a spa, or having massage, or any form of ‘alternative’ therapy, are giving their immune system a treat. There is even a slow, but sure, move towards hospitals realising that patients respond to more subtle care and that the make-up advice given to patients recovering from strokes affecting their facial muscles, or from facial and cancer surgery, is of vital importance to their self-esteem. Beta-endorphins, generally associated with the pumping up process of the gym, can just as successfully be evoked by sensory and gentle moods. Music, massage, laughter, good sex, friendly companionship, fine food, meditation, prayer, scent – all stir the emotions.

Above all, beauty is uplifting. The quest for inner beauty is what Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubinstein should best be remembered for. Not so much for the products they made which ‘promised beauty’ but in their underlying philosophy that women deserve time for themselves. That women need some pampering. That women who spend time on a beauty regime that makes them feel better about themselves are not being self-indulgent or vain. That a beauty regime, good grooming, ‘putting one’s face

on’, a healthy lifestyle, vitality and above all the confidence that these things give, are essential tools for coping with life in today’s combative, competitive and often cruel world.

The urge to decorate ourselves is one of the most fundamental instincts in human nature. The dressing-table of a hundred years ago, just like today’s, cluttered with bottles, brushes, jars and tubes is nothing new – the ancient Egyptians were inseparable from their make-up and took their brushes and eye-shadow pots with them into the afterlife. Elizabeth Arden and Helena Rubinstein made modern history out of an ancient pastime – and have left their names behind them.






CHAPTER ONE

_____

RIVALS EVEN IN DEATH
New York 1965–1967

DURING THE EARLY EVENING of Friday 29 April, 1966, in an atmosphere of tense, almost palpitating excitement, over seven hundred people were gathered in the Madison Avenue premises of New York’s prestigious Parke-Bernet Galleries. There was a hush as auctioneer John Marion, the man known as a ‘wizard run by an adding machine’, took the gavel to start the Friday evening sale, the last in a series that had started the previous week. In the space of ten days, Parke-Bernet had placed under the hammer one of the largest – and certainly most famous – private collections ever to come on the market en masse. The belongings of their remarkable owner would, at the completion of the sales, fetch over $2,600,000 (more than $14,000,000 today).

There had been so much to catalogue, including as it did the contents of five homes in three countries, that it had taken over a year to complete, involving at least one change of auction house and a series of family arguments reported to be pretty lethal. Even as Parke-Bernet were launching their sales, it seems quite possible that they did not have the collections in their entirety – the owner’s lawyer, himself an executor of her will, having received offers from interested parties to acquire favoured items, with, it seems, some prepared to offer the added inducement of payment to a Swiss Bank.

There had been much gossip and eager anticipation amongst specialist dealers about this particular sale. Many were absolutely purring with pleasure, in spite of – or maybe because of – knowing they would be going head-to-head with the steely determination of museum directors from all over the world. This then was no ordinary sale.

Observing the crowded rooms with a self-satisfied smile was Peter

Wilson, chairman of Sotheby’s in London, the new owners of Parke-Bernet. His voracious skills in marketing and public relations were legendary, as was his tenacious grip on the firm’s finances. Peter Wilson wasn’t a man to stint if it meant winning a victory, all virtues he shared with the woman whose belongings were being sold – Madame Helena Rubinstein.

Just the week before, Wilson had conducted the opening sale of the series, ‘Modern Paintings and Sculptures – Part One’. The total bids had reached just under $1,450,000, with Brancusi’s polished bronze, Bird in Space, reaching $140,000 in just seventy-five seconds. A most satisfactory result for Wilson, who liked to get results, and had worked his legendary charm at the rostrum. Whilst the artists’ names were amongst the most acclaimed and desirable in modern collectible terms, with works by Picasso, Juan Gris, Paul Klee, Bonnard, Degas, Marie Laurencin, Fernand Léger, Henri Matisse, Joan Miró, Modigliani, Monet, Tchelitchew, Utrillo and Vuillard, not to mention no less than five Renoirs, they were, according to some experts, not particularly inspiring. In the words of Conor Macklin of London’s Grosvenor Gallery, ‘The paintings were strong in names but not strong in quality’. Ray Perman, the gallery’s managing director, puts it more succinctly: ‘The paintings, with a few exceptions, were bin ends.’ They were also, like many of the owner’s other belongings, a little worse for wear. Frames had been described by one of her acquaintances as being ‘chipped so badly they looked as though they had been gnawed by rats’ whilst some pictures were frankly rather grubby.

There were however some contemporary gems in the collection, in particular Joan Miró’s Portrait and Willem de Kooning’s Elegy which experts say were particularly desirable. The distinguished art dealer David Nash, then working at Parke-Bernet, is more sympathetic in his appraisal of the pictures. ‘She bought what she liked best’ he says tactfully about Madame, ‘and she had the most wonderful Matisse’.

Bravura collectors, smitten by the allure of lesser known contemporary artists, had found ‘Modern Paintings and Sculpture – Part Two’ more to their taste. Dealers identified the real bargains as pictures by Antoni Clave, Jean Fautrier and Antonio Music. This group included, according to Conor Macklin, ‘what are regarded today as some of the best works by these artists’. As before, it was the sculpture which fired the buyers’ imagination, with pieces by Ossip Zadkine and a collection of breathtakingly beautiful heads by Polish sculptor Elie Nadelman, fetching the highest prices.


But for the collector with good taste and an eye for beauty, the real treasures were to be found in the sale ‘Modern Drawings and Prints’. Showing the same creative flair with which she had built up her business and buying with a more assured hand than when she had selected her paintings, there were dozens of sublime nineteenth- and early twentieth-century engravings, etchings, lithographs, drawings and watercolours. David Nash acknowledges the collection as ‘really exceptional’. Madame was, however, as with so much of her life, ahead of her time in amassing these works, which fetched comparatively little. As Ray Perman explains, ‘They were great quality, but it is only in recent years that drawing has been appreciated’. Artists included Léger, Brancusi, Buffet, Degas, Derain, Dufy, Juan Gris, Helleu, Marcoussis, Matisse, Modigliani, Pascin – and Picasso.

John Richardson, Picasso’s friend and eminent biographer, acknowledges the pencil drawings as being ‘quite, quite wonderful’ and Conor Macklin cites the two 1907 gouaches which were studies for Picasso’s masterpiece, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, as being ‘hugely important’. The sale list was a roll call of talent made all the more enticing by the fact that Madame had bought the majority of them from each artist privately. She had known them all.

Although Wilson wasn’t taking the closing sale, he understood better than most the potential in what was to be sold on that rainy night, having observed with great satisfaction the astonishing result of the previous week’s sale in the same category, when two pieces had sold for $24,000 and $27,000 respectively. Whilst not large sums, they were world records for their genre and he was even more confident of this, the second half.

As the public strolled through the galleries during previews, one can only wonder at their impressions of the person whose grand passion had been to amass such a plethora of possessions. What did they think when looking at the suite of translucent ‘Lucite’ furniture, which included her famous illuminated sleigh-bed from which she had long tyrannised staff at early-morning breakfast meetings?

It might have entertained them to know she had been an obsessive bridge player and, when paired against any new, or particularly gifted opponent, was wont to move one of the larger pieces from her African art collection to within a whisker of their chair before the rubber, realising that anyone playing a game requiring great concentration was likely to lose it when faced with a savage carved figure with a beard of human hair. Madame was a woman who liked to win.


And she was a winner, losing only her final battle – with death – on the first of April 1965. Those who knew her well thought, when they heard the news, that it must be a mistake. She had, after all, died on April Fools’ day. Even then, she had defied the odds, living to her ninety-fourth year and working at a pace which was almost as demonic as her beloved African fetish figures. In death, she ruled as imperiously over her belongings as she had done in life. She decreed they should be sold, despite the fact that over a hundred eager relatives may have expected their share of the booty, almost all of them having worked for her at some point or another, some for their entire careers.

It was not to be. She made specific bequests, leaving paintings here and there to office managers and far-flung relatives, and specifically left to her sisters and a few favoured nieces some extremely important pieces from her fabled jewellery collection. The rest of this gorgeous, if sometimes gaudy, collection of jewels, an integral part of Madame’s personality, had been sold by Parke-Bernet a few months earlier. The famous jewels, however, had fetched just under $372,000 (over $2,000,000 today), with some friends observing it was a fraction of what they were worth. Others at the auction like society jeweller Kenneth J. Lane acknowledges that ‘a lot of the stones were flawed and settings often damaged’ and as the big and splashy stones were not the fashion mood of the time, the disappointing result of the sale came as no surprise. As a significant number of particularly fine pieces, including a black and white pearl necklace, Madame’s signature five string cabochon ruby necklace, not to mention her seven string necklace rumoured to contain the missing strand from the Maharajah of Baroda’s legendary family pearls, were bequeathed to relatives, the sale it seems was merely the ‘best of the rest’. Almost all the rest of her possessions, after a lifetime of collecting, a hobby she described as her greatest passion, were destined to go under the hammer. It was almost as though she could not bear for anyone else in the family to have them, or to squabble over them. ‘Better they should go,’ she might have said. And go they did.

Absent were certain pieces which today would be considered hugely important, in particular her clothes and furs. Madame was very particular about her furs, which included sables, chinchillas, minks and rare Somali leopardskins fashioned into a luxurious coat by Christian Dior. Her clothes were by Worth, Poiret, Chanel, Schiaparelli, Lanvin, Balenciaga, Fath and Dior. Their omission is perhaps understandable as, in the 1960s, such

sublime items were not considered as collectible as they are today. Her clothes, like most of the fabled shoe collection of the great fashion icon Rita Lydig, simply disappeared. Possibly they found their way into the wardrobes of friends and relatives, the furs in her Paris house were said by someone close to her to have been ‘stolen by her maid’ who, presumably having suffered five decades of penny-pinching wages, simply helped herself.

The sale poised to start, however, was the one the experts had been waiting for. In John Marion’s recollection, ‘there were more prestigious dealers from Europe than we had ever seen in New York for this very specialised category of sale. It was a professional and sophisticated audience.’ The cover of the catalogue simply said, ‘The Helena Rubinstein Collection. African and Oceanic Art. Parts One and Two’. The endpapers showed the breathtaking view from the vast roof terrace of her Paris apartment on the Quai de Bethune, where Bruce Chatwin, protégé of Peter Wilson and then Head of Antiquities at Sotheby’s, had spent several weeks cataloguing the collection. By her own admission, Madame Rubinstein had ‘put out the best bits’ in Paris, saying sagely, ‘The French appreciate that sort of thing.’ Bruce Chatwin didn’t seem to appreciate it very much however, writing to his mother-in-law, ‘Helena Rubinstein wore a lot of people out during her long life, and she retains that capacity in the grave. We work from 9 till 8 in the evening and we still get nowhere.’

The team at Parke-Bernet responsible for describing what, in 1966, was still a little-known genre of antiquities, took pains to consult with the few experts in the field anxious to establish sound provenance. Their task was not helped by the total lack of paperwork or reference notes on many of Madame Rubinstein’s pieces – as a cash buyer, she cared little for receipts and seemingly less for historical data. One such expert was M. Henri Kamer of the Musée de l’Homme in Paris who became, it seems, an ex-officio adviser to the auction house.

The sale however nearly didn’t happen at all – at least, not in New York. The French government were unwilling to grant an export licence, at the eleventh hour becoming surprisingly protective about losing treasures from its French-African colonial heritage, so it looked as if the collection would be stranded in Paris. Eventually a deal was brokered between the Rubinstein executors, Parke-Bernet and the French government, with Mr Kamer’s museum the beneficiary of, according to David Nash, ‘several meaningful pieces’, whilst the rest was allowed to be shipped to New York.


Parke-Bernet’s catalogue notes and bibliography included reference to MoMA’s important exhibition ‘African Negro Art’ in 1935, which effectively launched interest in the topic in America. Helena Rubinstein lent seventeen pieces to this exhibition, although intriguingly only five of them were included in the Parke-Bernet sale. Chatwin also drew heavily from one of the most important reference books on the subject, Sculptures Soudanaises, published by the French traveller-collector F.H. Lem in the 1940s. The catalogue text said, ‘Madame Rubinstein’s collection had been acquired mostly in Paris, at auction sales and from dealers before the War and, to a lesser extent, after it.’ It went on to say that ‘her major purchases had been from F.H. Lem who had lived in Africa in 1934–35 and who had hoped to establish a museum in Dakar’. His plans collapsed when the funding failed to materialise, so, short of money, not to mention short of space, he sold virtually his entire collection to Madame, who was short of neither.

Most other reference books referred to in the catalogue were written in the 1950s and 1960s, in particular texts by William Fagg, whose career as Keeper of Ethnography at the British Museum qualified him to opine on the complex history of these often mysterious pieces. He described the most highly prized piece in the Rubinstein collection, her Cameroon Grasslands statue of a royal titled woman, otherwise known as The Bangwa Queen, glowingly. ‘She bids fair to be the finest expression of movement in all African sculptures,’ wrote the admiring Mr Fagg.

It is unusual, even in the hands of experts, for auction houses to get everything right. David Nash points out that ‘in the early 1960s the state of scholarship was really not so terrific in auction houses. It was very difficult to assess both quality and provenance without making some mistakes.’ Chatwin’s strangest mistake was the inference that Madame Rubinstein had bought her African art before the Second World War, when she had already become a keen collector before the First World War. He clearly didn’t know of her friendship with the sculptor Jacob Epstein in London as early as 1909, when, prompted by Epstein, she started buying African art. There was no mention that by 1925 the American media were already saying that her collection was ‘coveted by museums’ nor that she had, by 1928, masterfully inveigled The Bangwa Queen out of the man described as ‘the dean of African art collecting’, Paris über-dealer, Charles Ratton. This move was as brilliant and Machiavellian as the one Ratton had made when he had sent his colleague in Berlin to inveigle the piece out of the safe haven of the

Volkerkunde Museum, where it had been on display for over thirty years. To this day, curators at the museum find it hard to discuss this particular faux pas on the part of one of their long-dead directors.

In what was, for Helena Rubinstein, a remarkably forthright admission, she once wrote, ‘I have always favoured the unusual and when I followed such sound advice as Jacob Epstein’s, as well as my own “inner eye”, my purchases were invariably good.’ What she didn’t say is that along with her glorious prints and her collection of Belter furniture, the African carvings were top of her shopping list, in the beginning at least, because they cost next to nothing. She would probably have had to pay no more than a few dollars for any item pre-1920.

At the Parke-Bernet Galleries, however, the idea of collecting such mystical treasures at any bargain price was about to end. That eventful night, 125 pieces fetched nearly $300,000. It was, the experts are unanimously agreed, ‘a benchmark sale’. It was the night that a little-known niche sector in the art world crossed the line and became a major collectible. The Helena Rubinstein auction of African and Oceanic art established the genre in today’s terms. A noted dealer in New York grumbled to David Nash a few months later about ‘how difficult it was to buy in Africa now every villager had a priced copy of the Helena Rubinstein catalogue.’ He wasn’t entirely joking.

It was a fitting result for the woman who over sixty years earlier had taken a small niche sector in the beauty world – that of face cream, brilliantly imbued it with mystical properties and turned it into a multimillion-dollar empire. Her success inspired countless competitors to join the market, fuelling a boom that has grown into a global industry.

Whilst Helena Rubinstein had several rivals in collecting African art, in the beauty business she had only one. The two of them competed to see who could acquire the most accolades and the most profit. Neither could bear to say her rival’s name out loud. To Helena Rubinstein, her competitor was always ‘the other one’. To her rival, Helena Rubinstein was always ‘that woman’. Between them, these formidable women created the luxury beauty business as it is known today. The ‘other one’s’ name was . . . Elizabeth Arden.

A year before those eventful auction sales, on a sunny day towards the end of April, four people were walking up Fifth Avenue towards La Grenouille, a fashionably swell restaurant in New York, then the favoured

lunch venue for the upper echelons of the fashion and media world. Moving at a brisk pace belying her eighty-four years of age, and with her listing gait, the legacy of a childhood hip injury, just visible, the hostess was marshalling her group in her normal, rather bossy manner. Her companions were Mrs Ernestine Carter, the distinguished women’s editor of the Sunday Times in London, accompanied by her husband Jake Carter, Sotheby’s roving consultant in America, and Count Lanfranco Rasponi, a public relations consultant of rather flashy good looks with a fine taste in camel cashmere overcoats. The woman bustling ahead was Elizabeth Arden, Rasponi’s most valued client. He was somewhat confused by this late-morning exercise, as Miss Arden invariably used her chauffeur and Bentley, even for journeys of a hundred yards. Indeed, the British racing green Bentley had already been dispatched to the restaurant where her chauffeur, Charles, would wait until Miss Arden was ready to be whisked back to her office. He wouldn’t have to wait long. She ate like a bird, taking a crisp forty-five minutes for lunch, often leaving her guests lingering over coffee.

Rasponi soon understood the reason for this orchestrated walk. The route from the Elizabeth Arden headquarters passed the doorway of 715 Fifth Avenue, the flat, limestone façade bearing the words ‘helena rubinstein’. Here Elizabeth Arden paused, halting her guests. Madame Rubinstein had died three weeks earlier. Waving a hand for dramatic effect towards the beauty salon windows, Arden murmured, ‘Poor Helena.’ Mrs Carter later wrote, ‘Her voice was sad, but her eyes were triumphant.’

The formidable and famous Ernestine Carter and the equally formidable and extremely famous Elizabeth Arden, had first met a year earlier. Mrs Carter had been invited for lunch at Miss Arden’s penthouse apartment at 834 Fifth Avenue. It was a hot day, yet Mrs Carter, who felt the heat badly, was kept waiting in the overheated drawing room of Miss Arden, who felt the cold. Wilting in front of a roaring log fire, the central heating turned up, Mrs Carter felt her make-up melting, not an auspicious start for a tête-à-tête with a cosmetics tycoon. Following a delicious light lunch, served on a lace-covered table in front of the fire, the by now very uncomfortable guest was horrified when Miss Arden’s maid arrived with a tray groaning under the weight, not of iced tea, but all the latest Elizabeth Arden cosmetics. ‘I will now make you up myself,’ said Elizabeth in her soft, whispery voice. The faster she applied foundation, blusher and lipstick, the faster it melted off Mrs Carter’s face. Quite oblivious to her discomfort, Miss Arden, clearly in

her element, started to apply eye make-up. Her struggling guest tried to explain she had an allergy to mascara. Instead of stopping, Elizabeth Arden asked which brand she had been using. Alas for Mrs Carter, she blurted out the terrible truth, ‘Helena Rubinstein’s’. Whereupon Elizabeth jabbed her eyelashes fiercely with another swoosh of her roll-on black mascara saying sharply, ‘That’s just boot black.’ Her victim’s cheeks were black with dripping mascara as she left, groaning gift bag in hand, promptly going to her hotel room to wash it all off.

Having met and written about both ageing doyennes of the beauty industry in the mid-1960s, it’s clear Ernestine Carter had a penchant for Helena Rubinstein. Even that, however, was not an easy relationship, as when the two first met at Claridges in London in 1963, Carter describes Madame Rubinstein’s conversation as ‘uttered in grunts’ ingeniously translated by Helena’s urbane and charming homme d’affaires, Patrick O’Higgins. They met several times thereafter and, as befitted an ex-curator of New York’s Museum of Modern Art, married to an eccentric expert on rare books and antiquities, Ernestine Carter and her husband Jake felt drawn to Madame Rubinstein, clearly fascinated by her collections. ‘At Madame Rubinstein’s,’ wrote Carter, ‘one never minded waiting as there was so much to look at. She was a magpie collector.’

Despite being in New York in April of 1965, Ernestine Carter would not have been at Helena Rubinstein’s funeral, for it was strictly a family affair. Indeed, even her laying-out, which took place at Campbell’s funeral parlour on Madison Avenue, the venue of choice for New York’s Upper East Side grandees, was very nearly a minor affair. Oscar Kolin, Madame’s nephew and executive vice president of the business, was in Japan when his aunt was admitted to the New York Hospital, travelling back immediately on hearing of her death. He found the family and her omnipresent lawyer Harold Weill had made arrangements with almost unseemly haste, planning what they said would be ‘a very simple event’. The body of the woman who had lived surrounded by opulent beauty, was shunted up to a room on the fourth floor of Campbell’s, described as ‘looking like the comfortable sitting room of a Miami Beach hotel, complete with plastic armchairs’.

Used to the thrifty ways of his illustrious client, her lawyer had, it seems, taken the ‘budget’ option, a move which caused much grief to Patrick O’Higgins, who immediately lobbied Mala, Madame Rubinstein’s niece, to help make the necessary changes. Her body was subsequently moved to the

Williamsburg Room which, at a cost of $1000 a day, was Campbell’s finest. The family had already decreed that no flowers be sent. Instead, it was suggested donations be made to the Children’s Blood Foundation, a favoured charity of Roy Titus, her son. Patrick, however, ordered a mass of her favourite flowers, including peonies, roses and delphiniums (holding his head high when Mr Weill later queried the bill) and had her dressed in her latest couture purchase, a brocade suit by Yves St Laurent, accessorised by her glorious black pearls. The best make-up artist at the Rubinstein salon was summoned for her maquillage, artfully applied using exactly the right shade of violet dusting powder, and her hair was freshly dyed and swept into her signature chignon. The stage was set for her final triumphant goodbye. During the two days Helena Rubinstein rested at Campbell’s the people arriving to pay their respects and sign the books of condolence numbered several thousands. Madame would have been pleased.

By a strange twist of fate, there was upheaval too in New York that Friday and Saturday. Three thousand shop-floor workers at Bloomingdales and Stern Brothers had gone on strike, picketing the stores and demanding a $1.50 per hour minimum wage and a thirty-five-hour week. Almost all the department stores in New York were paralysed as shoppers stayed at home, avoiding the mêlée. As if on cue, a twenty-four-hour taxi strike caused even more chaos with the result that three senior fashion and beauty editors, more used to limousines, were obliged to take the bus up Madison Avenue to Campbell’s, getting off at every other corner en route for a fortifying tipple. When the illustrious trio of Sally Kirkland (Life magazine), Nancy White (Harper’s Bazaar) and Eugenia Sheppard (the Morning Post) finally arrived at 8.00 p.m. to say goodbye, finding Patrick O’Higgins still there keeping solitary vigil, they were decidedly merry. ‘I bet this is the only time Arden didn’t mind Rubinstein being ahead of her,’ was Sally Kirkland’s bon mot as she took a nip of scotch from her friend Patrick’s flask. She was quite right.

The funeral was held at Mount Olibet cemetery, Queens, where Helena was buried in the same grave as her second husband, Prince Artchil Gourielli-Tchkonia, her gravestone saying she had been born in 1870. Having spent a lifetime bickering with her family, she would have another cause to grumble that ‘they always got things wrong’ as her birth records in Krakow show she was born on 25 December, 1872. Her fabled black pearls were not buried with her. A relative was later observed at a party wearing the Yves St Laurent brocade suit. Patrick O’Higgins was not invited to the funeral.


Some eighteen months later, when Campbell’s were preparing for the funeral of ‘the other one’, the director pursed his lips in irritation as bouquet after bouquet in myriad shades of pink, highlighted with just a touch of baby blue, arrived. He had always felt that the Williamsburg Room was more suited to cream, but what could he do? Nothing very much, as there were soon so many floral tributes that the room was in danger of overflowing. The heady scent was becoming sickly sweet, causing one beauty editor to remark, ‘Too, too floral, dear, just like her fragrances.’

Florence Nightingale Graham, otherwise known to the world as Elizabeth Arden, died on 18 October 1966, following a stroke, at the Lenox Hill Hospital, where she had endowed a room for her favourite children’s charity. ‘That woman’ hadn’t had to wait too long for ‘the other one’ to join her in the afterlife. The same group of magazine editors, publishers, beauty editors, advertising executives – ever on the alert for a change of agency – and department store management filed past the body of Elizabeth Arden. This time, however, there was no family squabbling about costs. Elizabeth Arden was leaving life as she had lived it, in a glorious haze of pink-filled extravagance.

Even her burial clothes were pink. She was laid out in a ruffled chiffon confection, made for her by Oscar de la Renta, the last of the designers – her boys – who had worked
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