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Introduction

I made Grey Gardens in order to get some food for my mother.

Little Edie Beale

In early February of 1954, Edith Ewing Bouvier Beale sent a telegram from Easthampton, New York, to her brother, John Vernou Bouvier III, in New York City. It read:

STILL WAITING FOR MY MONTHLY CHECK. SEND IMMEDIATELY. URGENT. TERRIBLY COLD AND DANGEROUS HERE FOR ME; MUST ARRANGE TO COME TO CITY … PLEASE ACT IMMEDIATELY; THIS IS MY SEVENTH WINTER HERE. PLEASE UNDERSTAND. EDITH.

John Bouvier or ‘Black Jack’, as Mrs Beale’s brother was known within the family, was the father of future US first lady Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis and was the trustee for Edith Beale’s inheritance from the Wall Street law firm of Bouvier and Beale. Edith Beale – or ‘Big Edie’, as she came to be known – had, since her separation from her husband in the early 1930s, relied upon the proceeds of the Bouvier family trust to maintain her household in Easthampton. The urgency of her message – particularly the fact that it was by then her seventh year living in the family’s summer house at Grey Gardens – was probably borne of the fact that she was supporting not only herself but also her unmarried daughter. Her (only) daughter, also named Edith and nicknamed ‘Little Edie’, had lived with her since 1952 after a modelling career in New York had, under circumstances that are still unclear, come to an end, at which point she had returned to live with her mother on Long Island.

Although it remains unknown whether Edith Ewing Beale received any immediate aid from her brother in response to her telegram, what is known is that the situation would not improve for nearly another twenty years. In 1972, the modest financial circumstances to which the two women had become accustomed became known to the Suffolk County Health Department and, in an event that would receive widespread newspaper and television coverage, their home was deemed uninhabitable; only after their relative, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis, intervened and underwrote the cleaning and partial renovation of the house, were they allowed to remain there. Although the help that Onassis provided allowed the women to stay in the house for several more years, it hardly altered their circumstances beyond the genteel – and extreme – poverty that they had come to know.

The financial conditions that led the Beales to the situation in which they found themselves living for nearly four decades would probably be of little interest to anyone beyond devotees of the life of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis were it not for the fact that they became the subjects of a film that has come to inhabit a special place in the visual culture of the United States in the 1970s and in the history of the documentary film, Albert and David Maysles’ Grey Gardens. Filmed over the course of six weeks late in the summer of 1973 and released in 1975, the film has achieved a cult status among its audience; further, it has been the sponsoring text for a number of productions, including a subsequent documentary release by Albert Maysles (The Beales of Grey Gardens, 2006), an off-Broadway play, a Broadway musical, a 2009 feature fiction film made for the HBO cable channel that featured actresses Jessica Lange and Drew Barrymore, a documentary about the making of the original film, Liliana Greenfield-Sanders’ Ghosts of Grey Gardens, as well as any number of drag performances, fashion designs by such figures as John Bartlett, Marc Jacobs and Todd Oldham, websites, blogs, fan publications and art. Clearly, the danger that Big Edie telegraphed to her brother so long ago has taken hold within the imaginations of the many audiences for Grey Gardens.

What, though, is the appeal of this film? Why does this ninety-five-minute cinematic portrait of a mother and daughter talking, eating, listening to music, discussing family photographs, feeding their many pets and bickering over events that had occurred decades previously fascinate its viewers? Even within the Maysles brothers’ substantial oeuvre of documentary, or, as they preferred to call it, ‘direct cinema’, which includes such canonical titles as What’s Happening! The Beatles in America (1964), Salesman (1968) and Gimme Shelter (1970), Grey Gardens has come to have a unique status as a film that altered the possibilities of the documentary image. It did so by allowing the non-fiction film to organize its materials through two previously unexamined aspects of everyday life: first, the psychodynamics of the family – in particular, the bond between mother and daughter – and, second, the role of fantasy in femininity and glamour, not least in fashion culture. Further, it introduced a particular relation between film-maker and photographic subject that can only be called a seduction, whereby the person being photographed – in this case, Little Edie Beale – woos and courts David Maysles, the brother responsible for the film’s soundtrack. While other projects in the moving-image culture of the period had also inaugurated the documentary into similar concerns, not least the films of Andy Warhol in the 1960s, the performance films of Shirley Clarke, such as The Connection (1962) and Portrait of Jason (1967), and the US public television series, An American Family (which aired in the year of Grey Gardens’ production), the images and sounds of Big Edie and Little Edie brought these three fascinations together in a way that remains still pertinent to the film’s audience after over thirty years.

Indeed, it is remarkable that Grey Gardens has endured and its fascinations have become even more pronounced since its original release, particularly in the past decade. This in part can be explained as a result of new distribution modes for the film – the VHS tape, DVD, cable and satellite channels, web-facilitated commentary – all make the film available to new audiences. This fact, though, fails to address the appeal of the film’s narrative and protagonists, and worth noting is that the Maysleses crafted Grey Gardens with immense care and deliberation; after primary photography ended in the autumn of 1973, it took nearly two years to edit the seventy-two hours of raw footage into a film that runs for just over an hour and a half. Working with three editors – Ellen Hovde, Muffie Meyer and Susan Froemke – the Maysleses distilled the 16mm footage into a seemingly simple story about the bond between Big Edie and Little Edie. Yet, despite the fact that it may seem at times to have a meandering and casual pacing, the film in fact derives its affective pull on the viewer by having a carefully orchestrated narrative that builds up to an emotionally fraught conversation between mother and daughter about the latter’s sense of imprisonment in the household and the blame she assigns to Big Edie for her never having married.
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In order for this concluding conversation to have its impact, the film maintains a structure in which we alternately witness the two women in conversation and then subsequently gain access to Little Edie’s own thoughts about her predicament. At very few moments in the film are we privy to Big Edie’s feelings in the same manner as the private conversations between the film-makers and Little Edie – such as when she greets them at the door, gives them a tour of the garden, sun-bathes on the beach and feeds raccoons in the house’s attic. In this light, it is hardly surprising that Little Edie has emerged over the past thirty-five years as the figure around whom the film revolves. This helps to make sense of the film’s iconic poster: a photograph shows Little Edie as she sports a deteriorating fur coat while her head is wrapped in a scarf and displays her signature brooch. She stands with her hand on her hip in front of the weather-beaten house in a winterish field of brown, and her facial expression locks the camera’s gaze and poses the question that brings viewers back to Grey Gardens and to Grey Gardens: what am I doing here?

In order to answer this question, we can consider the film’s story to be, in its most elemental terms, a series of conversations that Big Edie and Little Edie have about how they came to live the lives that they did. They do not address this question as directly as we might always like, and the film showcases the frequently oblique terms by which they approach awkward topics, such as the mother’s divorce, the daughter’s ill health, past friends and lovers, and decline, grief and loss. Indeed, it often seems the case that the film holds its viewers’ attention because these two women are so artful in their conversational indirection, and, even when they seem to be blunt in their assertions, it frequently seems the case that they are only partly expressing what they think about a given subject. Here, the film takes advantage of its status as film, as visual and acoustic record, because their facial expressions, postures, tones of voice and gestures reveal (and conceal) as much as the explicit things they say in conversation.
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Because of this continual deflection, substitution and allusion within their talk, the film invites and, in fact, seems to demand that the viewer be alert to the interpretive work brought about by all this refusal by the Beales ever to be direct and specific in their conversation, and part of the pleasure of the film is the attempt to make sense of what exactly the two women are getting at. For example, in a typical exchange that still baffles this writer, Little Edie tells the film-makers that her mother ‘doesn’t like the Catholic Church’, to which we hear her mother (who has overheard the comment) shoot back, ‘Oh, go on, what the hell, I worship the Catholic Church!’ While it is tempting to consider how the context of this banter would help to explain what exactly this all means, it also becomes apparent in the film that the Beales are endlessly revisiting (and revising) their memories of the past, and in this case ‘the Catholic Church’ could mean any number of things, from marriage to thoughts about the metaphysical to their relations to specific family members, priests and friends.

The thrust of all this interpretive work, which the film invites from its viewers, is that it heralded, in its making and in its subsequent lives with audiences, the reinvention of documentary cinema from an activity of scientific and ostensibly objective recording of natural and human phenomena to a new and dynamic set of relations among the film
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