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Foreword

Around the time of his seventieth birthday, in a letter to a perfect stranger, Laurence Olivier brooded over the prospect of writing a reluctant account of his life – less, it seems, for any self-gratification than to forestall the attempts of others to write it for him.

Olivier did not want his story told, by himself or anyone else. His letter began by confessing to a profound dislike of himself, a self-hatred so powerful as to make him reluctant to contemplate the effort of memory involved in any account of his life or career. To dredge into his own past would be too painful; to help any one else do so, if only in private conversation, would be even worse. There was too much, it seemed, of which to be ashamed.

He would prefer his past to remain off limits, quarantined behind a fragile cordon sanitaire. But the future looked no better. After a wearisome sequence of professional disappointments, and a debilitating series of major illnesses, Olivier could no more bear to look forward than to look back. His working life was already confined to the depressing artificiality of film and television studios, rather than the inspiriting exertions of live theatre. Now he began to wonder if even camera work was beyond him.

Would he ever act again? Olivier was in remarkably confessional mood, doubly so when writing to someone he had then never met.1 The surprised stranger in receipt of this remarkable document, in the summer of 1977, was myself – the immediate cause of these candid confessions being merely the happy chance that I was born on Olivier’s fortieth birthday, in the hot midsummer of 1947, while the recently knighted actor was filming his historic Hamlet. So although it is now some years since Olivier bashfully removed his date of birth from Who’s Who, I for one have always known what’s what.

His seventieth birthday, my thirtieth, happened to fall while I was writing the Atticus column of the London Sunday Times. I wrote to Olivier pointing out this charming coincidence and boldly suggesting that he enter into the spirit of it by granting me an exclusive birthday interview. At the time I was writing a biography of the Prince of Wales, to which Olivier had made a helpful contribution. Who knows: perhaps, as an ardent admirer, I might ‘do’ him next?

Well, he did not particularly want to be ‘done’, thanks very much. He could not have said so more charmingly, but left little or no room for further attempts at persuasion. In the fullness of time Olivier did, indeed, write his own account of his life and work, so personal a book that he threw out the ghost-writer assigned to help him (Mark Amory), so confessional that it caused his friends to cringe with embarrassment. Was this the real Larry? It was not the Larry they knew. Or was it? When was he role-playing and when was he not? Said his son Tarquin, privately, to friends: ‘It says absolutely nothing and gives everything away.’

The book, of course, did well, so well that Olivier the actor, director, impresario and peer, ever anxious to be considered versatile, thought it time to become a best-selling author too. Another volume, Olivier on Acting, appeared two years later – less mawkish than the first, thanks to the work of another amanuensis (Gawn Grainger), less ‘actor-y’ backstage preciousness, more red meat, more specifics. The greatest player of our time was doing what he had vowed he never would: passing on the tricks of his trade. But between them the two books still did not add up to a comprehensive, let alone objective, account of one of the most extraordinary lives, in any profession, of this century. That was my case to our mutual publisher and friend, Lord Weidenfeld, who persuaded Olivier that I had a point. And so this book came, over several years, to be written – though I met its subject only at the beginning of my work, strictly socially, at the Garrick Club.

So I should emphasize right away that this is neither an official nor an authorized biography, still less an account which Olivier has in any way sanctioned or approved. Nor would I wish it to be. When writing histories of the living, I have learnt the hard way, too close a personal relationship with one’s subject can be a dangerous privilege. Lord Olivier has known of my work and given sundry friends, colleagues and acquaintances his permission to talk to me – perhaps the most valuable assistance any living and obsessively private subject of a biography can give its author.

The fact that so many of his professional colleagues felt in need of Olivier’s permission to talk to me says a good deal about his standing. As is the case with royalty – which, in theatrical terms, I suppose he is – friends and acquaintances value their place in the charmed circle too highly to risk banishment. So the list which follows is a selective way of expressing my thanks to some of the many people who have responded generously to my requests for assistance. Of the 200 and more people approached – a frightening number of whom, alas, have died since I began my work – the following are those to whom I have most reason to be grateful for their time, conversation or correspondence, and in many cases hospitality: Joss Ackland, Mark Amory, Harry Andrews, Eileen Atkins, Sir Richard Attenborough, Maxine Audley, Lauren Bacall, John Badham, Felix Barker, Dr Kathleen Barker, Jill Bennett, Elisabeth Bergner, Colin Blakely, Michael Blakemore, Claire Bloom, Robert Bolt, John Boulting, Melvyn Bragg, Kenneth Branagh, Stuart Burge, Desmond Cecil, Richmond Crinkley, Michael Croft, Hume Cronyn, Constance Cummings, Ian Dalrymple, Keir Dullea, Anne Edwards, Laurence Evans, Leslie Evershed-Martin, Douglas Fairbanks Jr, Richard Fleischer, Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies, Brian Forbes, Greer Garson, Sir John Gielgud, Gawn Grainger, Graham Greene, Kenneth Griffith, Julian Hale, Sir Peter Hall, Rex Harrison, Nigel Hawthorne, Charlton Heston, Sir Harold Hobson, Ian Holm, Anthony Hopkins, Jeremy Irons, Jeremy Isaacs, Russell Jackson, Derek Jacobi, Georgina Jumel, Danny Kaye, Arthur Kennedy, J. W. Lambert, Ian McKellen, Lord and Lady Miles, Sarah Miles, Jonathan Miller, Sir John Mills, Terence Morgan, John David Morlev, Sheridan Morley, John Mortimer, Zero Mostel, Michael Mullin, David Niven, Peter O’Toole, Richard Pasco, Daniel Petrie, Denis Quilley, Diana Rigg, Tony Rocca, Nicola Russell, Sebastian Shaw, David Susskind, Jessica Tandy, Dorothy Tutin, Kathleen Tynan, Hugo Vickers, Alexander Walker, Irving Wardle, Arnold Wesker, Lord Wilson of Rievaulx, Bridget Winter, Peter Wood.

Direct and indirect quotations from those interviewed and willing to be named are identified in the source notes on pages 574–88. I much regret that some of those approached, including Garry O’Connor and John Cottrell, two theatrical biographers preparing their own future works on Olivier, felt unable to meet for an exchange of views. O’Connor, indeed, has expressed the daunting opinion that ‘There exists no outstanding and complete biography of Olivier for the simple reason that the total of the man, his life and his work, is still too great to be embraced by any one individual.’2 Any soi-disant biographer of Olivier will, however, always be grateful to the pioneering work of Felix Barker (1953) and the subsequent studies by John Cottrell (1975), Thomas Kiernan (1981) and Melvyn Bragg (1984), as well as the two festschrifts edited by Logan Gourlay (1973) and Garry O’Connor (1987), and the pictorial surveys of Olivier’s career compiled by Margaret Morley (1978), Robert L. Daniels (1980) and Robert Tanitch (1985). There are also several volumes on Vivien Leigh, notably those by Alan Dent (1968), Anne Edwards (1977), Alexander Walker (1987), and Hugo Vickers (1988). My specific debts to these and other books consulted, all of which are listed in the extensive bibliography on pages 589–601, are made clear in either the text or the source notes. I hope I may be forgiven any inadvertent omissions.

I must also thank, for their patient and invaluable help, the staff of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Los Angeles; the libraries of the BBC in London, both television and radio; the British Film Institute; the British Museum; Colindale Newspaper Library; the Shakespeare Research Centre, Stratford-upon-Avon; the Society for Theatre Research, London; the Museum of London; the National Film Archive; Granada Television; Thames Television; the press office of the National Theatre of Great Britain; and International Creative Management Ltd.

In 1984–5 Deborah Holmes spent a year working as my research assistant, between London and both coasts of the United States; her help in conducting numerous interviews and amassing a wealth of documentary source material proved invaluable. I am also grateful to the theatrical omniscience of Martin Tickner, who combed the text for factual errors, to Laurence Evans for double-checking the chronology, and to the Society for Theatre Research for assistance with the bibliography.

Some material from a draft of the book was adapted into a series of three articles in the London Observer to mark Olivier’s eightieth birthday in May 1987. I am grateful to the editor, Donald Trelford, and deputy editor, Anthony Howard, for their helpful suggestions at the time.

For their friendship, encouragement and patient professional advice, especially when my work took longer than envisaged, I am grateful to John Curtis, Juliet Gardiner, Hilary Rubinstein and George Weidenfeld in London; and Alfred Knopf Jr, Tom Stewart and Georges Borchard in New York. The meticulous editing of Linda Osband (UK) and Elmer Luke (US) improved the manuscript beyond recognition.

Finally, my sons Sam, Joe and Ben will be very pleased to know that it is at last finished. In the closing stages their feelings about the seemingly interminable nature of my work were not unlike those of Peter Ustinov’s three-year-old daughter Andrea, born while he was working with Olivier on a somewhat protracted film. Asked what her father did for a living, she replied simply ‘Spartacus’.3

CHISWICK, LONDON, 1988




‘All I ask, as an audience, is to believe what I see and hear. An actor, above all, must be the great understander, either by intuition, observation or both, and that puts him on the level with a doctor, a priest or a philosopher . . .

‘There are many dimensions in the art of acting, but none of them are good and interesting unless they are invested with the appearance, or complete illusion of truth. The difference between actual truth and the illusion of truth is what you are about to learn. You will not finish learning it until you are dead.’

Laurence Olivier, to Old Vic School students, in 1947




Prologue

Is anybody there? It is a question often asked about all actors, their supreme representative this century being Laurence Olivier. There are those who think not, who argue that within the countless different Oliviers they have known and worked with, praised and criticized, worshipped and reviled, there lies an empty shell, even a hollow man, a vacuum waiting to be filled by circumstance.

There are many more who say: Yes, of course somebody is there, but who? No one, least of all the man himself, can tell. ‘I’m not sure what I’m like,’ he has said, ‘and I’m not sure I want to know.’1 Behind that bland, unremarkable exterior – now old and sadly frail, once a furious force of nature – there apparently co-exist too many different Oliviers for the real one to be found.

His long lifetime of astonishing achievement is based entirely on a supreme skill at turning into other people, a bewildering variety of them, while wilfully refusing ever to be himself. Offstage as on, Olivier’s life has been one long disappearing trick. The only clue he leaves behind is the smug, Cheshire Cat smile of an inner self which has yet again evaded capture.

One result is a curious personal anonymity. Though one of the most looked-at faces of this century, Olivier has been able throughout his life to walk down a street, travel on public transport, even stroll around his own London club, quite unrecognized. The ghost-writer of his memoirs got off to a bad start by failing to recognize his celebrated employer at their first meeting: ‘The man who came through the right door at the correct time was too short for Henry v, too urbane for Archie Rice, too ordinary for Richard III.’2 By then, of course, Anonymous had become an offstage role as honed and polished as any other. But Olivier has always been neither tall nor short, neither fat nor thin, neither handsome nor ugly – which is why he can, with such relish, assume any shape or appearance he pleases.

Here is a man who has climbed all the worldly pinnacles his profession has to offer, then invented a few more to challenge his old age, entirely by donning disguises. A man who could move thousands, even millions to tears with a look, a sound, a syllable, who could raise them out of their own worldly gloom with a gesture or a grin, a swash or a buckle. A man capable of great intuitive understanding of the human soul and of communicating that understanding to vast, unseen audiences, yet seemingly unable to rationalize it, to apply it to his own or others’ real lives.

No one has ever truly known him, least of all himself. Friends and fellow professionals talk variously of a lovable, hateable, intimate, distant, charming, ruthless, masculine, feminine, young, old chameleon – a different person each time they meet him. Even his three wives describe a man permanently on a stage, whether in a public place or the privacy of his own home. Asked how she can tell when her husband is acting and when he is not, Joan Plowright, the last Lady Olivier, replies: ‘Larry? Oh, he’s acting all the time.’3

The man himself offers more sinister, even less illuminating evidence: ‘I am far from sure when I am acting and when I am not. Or, more frankly, when I am lying and when I am not. For what is good acting but convincing lying?’ It is a great deal more, as he well knows. The art of acting is also more than – another of his infuriating, self-deprecating definitions – ‘the childhood game of pretends’. Olivier of all people knows that a truly great actor is more than just a great pretender. Such jokes are merely self-obscuring screens behind which to duck and weave. Describing the new Shakespeare Theatre at Stratford, Ontario, to Olivier, Christopher Plummer told him that it was ‘impossible to lie’ when acting on its arena stage. ‘My God,’ said Olivier, ‘what are we going to do?’4

In 1965, though nearly sixty, Olivier was giving one of his most ambitious Shakespearean performances: Othello, at the National Theatre of which he was founder-director. One evening his performance transcended even its normal heights, so much so that his fellow actors, as the audience still cheered, formed a backstage arcade to applaud him all the way to his dressing-room.

The Moor swept past in grim silence, slamming the door behind him. Anxious lest they might somehow have offended the great man, the company delegated Iago – in the shape of Frank Finlay – to make sure he was all right. Through the keyhole Finlay called: ‘What’s the matter, Larry? It was great!’ Back came the momentous reply: ‘I know it was great, dammit, but I don’t know how I did it. So how can I be sure of doing it again?’5

By his own confession, Olivier has never been an intellectual actor. His own phrase for what he does is ‘working from the outside in’. When preparing a role, he has always tried to hit on some external starting-point – be it a false nose, a wry smile, a specific person or just a pair of old boots – as a prop on which to build the rest of his performance, which then follows instinctively. His performing creed has always been: ‘The best way of preparing yourself for something is to do it.’6

Olivier’s love of elaborate make-up and other, more radical facial alterations has always amounted to another series of masks behind which to hide. He admitted as much to Michael Caine, when they began the filming of Sleuth together. ‘I’m not like you,’ Olivier told his awestruck co-star. ‘You can act as yourself; I can never act as myself. I have to have a pillow up my jumper, a false nose, or a moustache or wig. I can’t do it; I cannot come on looking like me and be someone else like you can.’7

Many years earlier, Olivier said much the same thing to Spencer Tracy, one of the few great contemporaries with whom he never worked: ‘I admire so much about you, Spence, but nothing more than the fact that you can do it barefaced.’

‘I can’t act,’ replied Tracy, ‘with stuff all over me.’

‘But don’t you feel as if they’re looking at you?’ Olivier persisted. ‘Don’t you feel naked?’

‘Only,’ replied Tracy, ‘when I have a lousy line.’8

In a long lifetime of false noses, Olivier has always been least credible while wearing his own. When disguised merely as himself, as for instance in his memoirs, there was an inconsistency, a mawkishness, a confusion of half-truth, waning memory and wishful thinking which amounted, amid moments of painful candour, to a cry for help. His friend Peter Ustinov, while reading Olivier’s own account of himself, kept wishing he would ‘put on a false nose and be himself again’.9

If he had known who he was, he might have done. But Olivier has always seemed most himself when transformed into someone else. In his long career as an actor he assumed no fewer than 194 different stage, screen or television identities. Offstage, there seem to have been even more.

Before taking the American writer Terry Southern to meet Olivier, Kenneth Tynan explained: ‘Now, what you’ve got to realize about Olivier is that he’s like a blank page and he’ll be whatever you want him to be. He’ll wait for you to give him a cue, and then he’ll try to be that sort of person.’10

All his life he has needed this escape from himself, this assumption of alien features and gestures, to come fully to life. At Ralph Richardson’s memorial service in 1983 the nondescript, bowed and shrunken figure who had to be helped to his seat in hushed reverence, in the midst of yet another debilitating illness, turned into a neo-Henry v – voice booming, catch in the throat perfectly timed – when required to read the lesson.

During one rehearsal for Olivier’s Othello, a drunk and disruptive West Indian stagehand had to be forcibly ejected from the Old Vic auditorium; angry scenes followed outside the theatre before anyone realized that this suddenly satisfied grin, in fact, belonged to ‘Sir’, alias ‘the boss’: ‘Just practising, don’tcha know.’ While being shown around the new Chichester Festival Theatre, a group of tourists grew annoyed with one of their number, who complained long and loud that it was all a conspicuous waste of public money; when they suggested that he take up his complaint with Olivier, then the theatre’s artistic director, the great man himself cast off his disguise with all the satisfaction of a Sherlock Holmes or a Houdini.

‘Olivier,’ said Gielgud, ‘is a great impersonator. I am always myself.’ A master of disguise, an impersonator – a player, all too literally, more than an actor? Says Sir Peter Hall, Olivier’s successor as director of the National Theatre: ‘Acting is not imitation but revelation of the inner self. This is not what Larry does or sets out to do. He is a performer.’11 Olivier himself has said:


The more intelligent of my young colleagues, in ceaseless talks pathetically seeking some rationalization of our lives, agree that their choice of métier was to satisfy an urgent need to ‘express themselves’ . . . I have to confess, rather shamefacedly, that I have never been conscious of any need other than to show off.



Olivier’s lifelong need to be loved shows as much in these mock-denials of his own hard-wrought gifts as in, for instance, his legendary kindness to young actors awed by his presence. Up to a point: fierce professional jealousy would soon surface whenever anyone else threatened to make a success of a role he considered annexed, private property, let alone to steal a stage, a film, even a public meeting from him.

He has never been a man to cross. When Derek Jacobi, one of his discoveries, revived Olivier’s celebrated double bill of Oedipus and Mr Puff, he received a telegram from the great man saying simply, ‘You cheeky bugger.’12 It was a more genuine greeting, perhaps, than the letter received by Ian Holm, when playing Richard 111 at Stratford-upon-Avon, after reviews had mentioned his name in the same breath as his mentor’s. ‘I shan’t of course be coming, dear boy,’ was the gist of it. ‘But I see they say you do this when I did that, and I see they say you don’t do that where I did this.’ The effect was to put Holm right off his performance for days.13

For some fifteen years the name of Olivier was sufficiently celebrated to be marketed by Benson & Hedges Ltd as an elegant cigarette, one of the first with a filter-tip. On the forlorn day in 1973 when the brand was finally withdrawn, he overheard an excited group of young spear-carriers at the National saying, ‘Look, there goes Nicol Williamson.’

‘So he does,’ mused Olivier. ‘I wonder if he’ll be a cigarette one day?’

If proud to be immortalized as a cigarette, Olivier had other, bolder aspirations. ‘In his complex way,’ says the playwright John Osborne, ‘he is a self-conscious man, very aware of his role in the history of the twentieth century and his place in the English hierarchy. Up to a point, I think, his attitude is that he is making history, particularly English history.’ Olivier once said that his goal was ‘to fascinate the public in the same way that they might follow a boxer or a cricket player’. This is partly due, as Osborne points out, to Olivier’s ‘very secure poetic sense of history . . . When he went in to bat he felt he was batting for England.’14

But Olivier also wanted to be a popular hero, admired as much for colourful behaviour off the field of play as for bravado on it. Like any supreme sportsman, he craved appreciation of his masterful technique as much as the apparent effortlessness concealing it: ‘My life’s ambition has been to lead the public towards an appreciation of acting, so that they will come not merely to see the play, but to see acting for acting’s sake.’ Above all he hoped to be recognized for representing his country in some glorious way, by giving flesh to the thwarted dreams of the common man.

So it is significant that Olivier’s one failing as an actor has been an inability to play ordinary people, men with no visible distinguishing marks, with no glittering worldly successes to offset their common human failings. A condition of his constant flight from himself has been the chance to become a mighty figure, albeit a flawed one, by night. If by day he impressed as, for instance, a committee chairman, while he was running the National Theatre, it was because he was turning in an impeccable impersonation of a thousand committee chairmen. If people who met him in middle age thought he looked like a retired bank manager, the effect was calculated. Once the ringing name of Laurence Olivier was attached, the transformation of that bank manager’s bland features into those of a third-rate music-hall comedian or a drunken old actor, a Moorish general or a Venetian Jew, seemed all the more remarkable.

The very name was enough to ensure that he would be, at the least, different. What’s in a name? The combination of Laurence with a ‘u’ and O-liv-i-er, both meticulously à la française, had an innate ring of its own sufficient to give him the early confidence he needed. In later life Olivier himself proved as much with his wild impersonations of Laurence Oliver, an outrageous vulgarian midway between Bottom and Archie Rice, who had haunted his early years in the shape of many a programme misprint. ‘It was hilarious,’ said Sir Ralph Richardson. ‘Had Larry been born Laurence Oliver, he would never have grown up to be the actor he was. An actor, perhaps, but hardly one with his dash and sweep. “Oliver” sort of stumbles off the tongue, whereas “Olivier” flows and soars. The name is very much a reflection, even a function, of the man. Thank God his forebears maintained the name Olivier when they came to England, rather than changing it to Oliver.’15

Once spelt right, celebrated and adorned with titles, the name simply became another handy disguise behind which to hide. If life on the run was the answer, the perpetual search for escape routes would take him in as many directions as possible. Versatility not just as a performer, but as a professional, has always been Olivier’s greatest aspiration and his proudest boast. After 121 stage roles, fifty-seven films and fifteen television portrayals, he turned eighty as a hologram, sharing West End billing with a succession of pop stars in the space-age musical Time. It is typical of Olivier to be the first actor in the history of his craft to ensure that he can appear on the stage posthumously.

Offstage, meanwhile, he has been director of thirty-eight stage productions, six television plays and six films, the first director to film Shakespeare successfully. He has been actor-manager, impresario, entrepreneur, patron of rising talent. He has been wartime rallying-point for the nation, its unofficial ambassador overseas. He has been founder-director of Britain’s National Theatre, realizing a dream as old as Shakespeare. He has been the youngest actor ever to be knighted, the first to be elevated to the peerage, the first to join the Order of Merit.

He has defied death not merely in courting wilful professional dangers, but in defeating a series of major illnesses which would have seen off lesser men. He has been a failure as one husband and a success as another, a failure as one father and a success as the next. In life as in art, Olivier was always sure to learn from his mistakes and overshadow them with a swift return to success. As famous a lover offscreen as on, it was only after several attempts that he finally conquered the role of paterfamilias. To work with, he could be ‘both a god and a monster’, says Sir Peter Hall. ‘I suspect that God is rather like Olivier.’16

Onstage, as J. B. Priestley put it, ‘No English actor, living or dead, can begin to compete with him. A Garrick, a Kean, a Henry Irving, merely enjoyed a small local reputation when compared with his. His career has been fantastic, as if a young actor had been visited by a wild dream.’17

Offstage, meanwhile, the Olivier story is that of a born actor who has spent his long life auditioning to be himself, the one role he could never quite pin down.


PART ONE

‘Some Are Born Great’


‘Although his traffic in entertainment can lead one to forget it, the great actor is one of nature’s miracles. He brings aspects of music, poetry, literature and sculpture within the capacity of a human being and transmits them to the crowd . . .’

Laurence Kitchin, Mid-Century Drama

‘I believe I was born to be an actor.’

Laurence Olivier, Sunday Times, 3 November 1963




CHAPTER 1

1907–24

On 20 July 1971, while Baron Olivier of Brighton was making his maiden speech in the House of Lords, he heard on his left the unmistakable sound of ‘an ancient, tremulous, aristocratic whinny: “An aaaahc-tah?” ’

It was only twelve years before Olivier was born that Henry Irving became the first actor-knight in the history of their profession of ‘rogues and vagabonds’. Even Irving’s honour had itself had to wait twelve years while Queen Victoria’s Prime Minister worried whether to raise the theatre to such a level of respectability might not be ‘too audacious’, and Irving himself worried lest it might ‘impair’ his relations with other actors.1

Within a century of Gladstone’s doubts Olivier had raised his profession’s social status beyond the House of Lords to the Order of Merit, the traditional preserve of those likely to be remembered by posterity. When asked what OM stood for, he would simply say, ‘Old Man’. Thespian respectability had, meanwhile, proved catching – so much so that in the 1950s a hapless traffic cop found himself up against a lofty performance from the theatre’s most notoriously reckless driver: ‘I, my dear man, am Sir Ralph Richardson. Beside me sits Sir Cedric Hardwicke. And behind me Sir Laurence Olivier.’ In one of their favourite anecdotes, both Olivier and Richardson relished the change of accent for the immortal reply: ‘I don’t care if you’ve got the whole of King Arthur’s ruddy round table in there. You’re getting a ticket!’

For years, according to Peter Ustinov, Olivier had been telling people that his one remaining ambition was to be the theatre’s first peer.2 Yet when Prime Minister Harold Wilson first offered him ermine in 1968, he turned it down. A knighthood, by now a commonplace theatrical distinction, he considered gallant and glamorous, a peerage merely ‘stuck-up’. It took two years of Wilsonian intrigue to persuade Olivier to accept this ‘least selfish’ of honours3 – on the grounds that it would enable him to speak up on behalf of his professional constituency, rather than merely to add more self-gratifying ribbons to his chest.

Yet Olivier has never spoken in the Lords since his maiden speech – a performance so characteristically florid that the notices were mixed. He may well have regarded the show as closed by the first-night critics. But this fundamental ambivalence, this wilful contrariness – about both himself and his roles in offstage life – runs deep in his nature, almost as deep as his fiercely proud Englishness. The mock-modesty involved in fighting shy, like Irving, of being raised above his fellow professionals is typical of Olivier’s quintessentially Anglo-Saxon ways. When he played Henry v at the Old Vic in 1937, Charles Laughton came backstage to say: ‘Do you know, Larry, why you’re so good in this part? Because you are England!’ The story remains to this day one of the proudest boasts of this Anglo-Catholic minister’s son, for all his suave French name and his pride in his dashing Huguenot ancestry.

There are still a few Oliviers to be found today in the Pyrénées-Atlantiques region of Gascony, but none at all in the mountain village of Nay, just south of Pau, where a Huguenot branch of the family made its home until the beginning of the sixteenth century. All his life Laurence Olivier’s father clung to a romantic vision of his French forebears amid the huddled masses fleeing across the Channel after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes. But the Rev. Gerard Olivier fathered a son celebrated enough for these matters to be investigated; and the evidence indicates that they escaped first to Holland, whence the Rev. Jourdain Olivier came to England in 1688 as chaplain to King William of Orange.

Most Gascons today have a few oliviers in their garden; the name simply means ‘olive tree’, though it was orginally coined to describe one who plants, tends, picks or sells olives. With Jourdain, however, there began generations of Olivier family service to the church rarely interrupted before the beginning of this century and Laurence’s defection to the stage. He was the first Olivier, according to his cousin William, the family historian, to enter the theatrical profession in 400 years of traceable Olivier history.4

But the links between the church and the stage have always been strong. Distinguished theatrical names from Vanbrugh to Thorndike also came from clerical stock. Laurence Olivier’s father, Gerard, was the youngest of the ten children of the Rev. Henry Arnold Olivier, rector of Poulshot in Wiltshire. The Oliviers were immensely proud of their long-standing service to the church, tracing it from Jourdain, William of Orange’s chaplain, to his son Jerome, minister of the French Chapel at the Savoy in 1721. There was a break of only one generation – Jerome’s son Daniel became a prominent diamond merchant in the City of London – before the next Daniel Olivier became rector of Clifton, Bedfordshire. He married a clergyman’s daughter and bred another, but his second son turned out to be a military man; a footnote in British history remembers the High Sheriff of Wiltshire, Colonel Henry Stephen Olivier, for raising a troop of mounted volunteers known as ‘Olivier’s Horse’, to help put down the Rick Riots and agrarian revolts in southern England which preceded the Great Reform Bill of 1832. The Colonel bred three clergyman sons, the eldest of whom was Laurence’s grandfather.

The Rev. Henry’s children made an interesting assortment, a tribute to the enlightened liberal upbringing he seems to have given them. Laurence’s Uncle Henry was an army colonel, his Uncle Herbert a portrait painter of modest renown. But the most eminent was his Uncle Sydney, one of the founders of the Fabian Society, friend of George Bernard Shaw and the Webbs, who went on to become Governor of Jamaica, Secretary for India in Ramsay MacDonald’s Government and the first Labour peer. In his own maiden speech in the House of Lords some fifty years later, the second Baron Olivier referred to his uncle as ‘incomparably more deserving, virtuous, illustrious, and in service to his country richer than I can ever hope to be’.5

Even Gerard Kerr Olivier, who was eventually to become the latest Olivier to devote his life to the church, started in a somewhat more Bohemian vein. While a Winchester schoolboy of sixteen, summering with his parents in Italy, he was told by his Italian singing coach, a celebrated tenor named Lamberti, that his voice was good enough to train for the opera. When he came home with this exciting news, his mother coldly handed him one lira, with the rider that it was all the money he would ever get if he entered that ‘monstrous’ profession.

To the apparent relief of his parents, Gerard instead went up to Merton College, Oxford, to prepare for holy orders. But again the Bohemian streak seems to have prevailed. By his second year he had joined the university dramatic society, run up embarrassing debts and decided to abandon the church. On the surface a cold and remote parent, Gerard never confided in his son why he was eventually sent down. There was a family legend that it had something to do with his being caught driving a coach-and-four with some abandon down Oxford High Street. But Laurence always remained sceptical about this theory, and later reached the private conclusion that Gerard was withdrawn because his own father was no longer prepared, once he had turned his back on the church, to pay off his debts.

Gerard was sent instead to Durham University, where he won an undistinguished degree (a Fourth in Classics) and began a handy career as a cricketer, which was to lead to a brief spell playing at county level for Hampshire. Still sceptical about his faith, he turned to the usual resort of those with middling degrees, county cricket caps and no great motivation to do anything else: schoolmastering. It was during his four years as an assistant master at Boxgrove School, a preparatory school in Guildford, Surrey, that he met and fell in love with the headmaster’s sister-in-law, Agnes Crookenden, a pretty and vivacious brown-eyed girl who in 1900 became his wife. Agnes Crook-enden’s sister, the headmaster’s wife, believed that there was more to the marriage than met the eye: ‘Gerard’s interest in my sister was mixed half of masculine attraction and half of concern for his career. Gerard had settled down to being an educator and had great ambitions for himself. He was a slight but commanding chap, not terribly outgoing in private but very authoritative in a classroom of young boys.’ Gerard’s interest in Agnes was certainly sincere, but her sister was sure that it did not fail to occur to him, when choosing his wife, that a girl from a family of educators could be a great asset:


Originally, I think, he hoped to succeed my husband at Boxgrove. But when that failed to come to pass, because of Gerard’s young age and certain youthful indiscretions he had not yet lived down, he rather abruptly decided to establish his own school. He and Agnes were married. Then, with some financial help from the family, the two of them leased a small building in Dorking and opened a school of their own. Of Gerard’s really, since it was his way of fulfilling his ambition to become a headmaster as soon as he could.6



One of the reasons Agnes accepted Gerard’s proposal, and was prepared to endure a four-year engagement while they saved enough money to open their own school, was that she had vowed never to marry a clergyman. She was to enjoy three years of marriage, and the birth of her first two children, before discovering that she had done so by mistake. The Oliviers embarked on their married life at Tower House, Dorking, which they bought with their meagre savings and filled with just enough pupils to cover household expenses. Their eldest child, Sybille, was born there, as was their elder son, Gerard Dacres (always called Richard or ‘Dickie’), before 1903 saw Gerard Olivier suddenly heed the call he had spent his youth and early manhood shunning. To Agnes’s dismay Tower House was sold and, after a brief spell as an assistant at the nearby Church of St John the Evangelist, Holmwood, her husband took up a humble curateship at St Martin’s, the parish church of Dorking.

The servants were dismissed and much of the furniture sold, as the Oliviers moved into the more modest surroundings of 26 Wathen Road, just off the busy Dorking High Street. Next door lived the local chimney sweep. The semi-detached, three-bedroom Victorian house still stands today, with no blue plaque to indicate that this century’s most distinguished actor was born there in the summer of 1907.

It was the year Rasputin began to gain influence at the court of Czar Nicholas 11, while Lenin left Russia to found his newspaper, The Proletarian. In Paris Picasso painted Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and the Cubists held their first exhibition. It was the year Grieg died and Mahler wrote his Eighth Symphony. The year 1907 was a year of only modest interest to historians, in Britain as around the world. Rudyard Kipling won the Nobel Prize for Literature, while on 21 February, in York, Mrs Constance Auden gave birth to a son called Wystan. On 18 December, Mrs Emma Harris was also to give birth to a son, Christopher, who on becoming a playwright would adopt his mother’s maiden name of Fry.

And on 22 May, at 26 Wathen Road, thirty-six-year-old Mrs Agnes Olivier presented the local curate with his second son. The child was named Laurence after his earliest traceable ancestor, Laurent, and given his father’s middle name of Kerr. Father Gerard, intensely proud of the family’s Huguenot ancestry, insisted that all Olivier names be spelt à la française (though in time Laurence was to be saddled with the family nickname of ‘Kim’).

In his memoirs, the new arrival describes the circumstances of his birth with such vividness that he might have been taking notes. His father, it seems, was cooking sausages at the time – which happened to be 5 a.m. – when the family physician, Dr Rawlings, walked in with the unwashed, newborn infant. The Rev. Gerard Olivier held his new son ‘with a sense of slight disgust’. It is the beginning of an unequivocally harsh portrait of his father, a man for whom ‘saving was a craving’, who even made his sons share his bathwater, in stark contrast to the loving care Olivier lavishes on ‘my heaven, my hope, my entire world, my own worshipped Mummy’, who was to die when he was only twelve. According to his sister, Agnes on her death-bed made her reverend husband promise to be ‘as kind as he could’ to Laurence, her ‘baby’, who ‘became aware of some signs of this effort as time crawled by’.

‘Everything about me irritated him,’ writes Olivier of his father, for whose understanding he would eventually have cause to be considerably grateful. But the first few years of his life were unsettled and nomadic. Olivier would never remember the house in which he was born; he was barely two when the family was already on the move, first to a somewhat smarter Dorking residence called East Dene, with a vista of open country-side. Only a year later, however, its comforts were exchanged for the slums of London’s Notting Hill, where Gerard’s missionary zeal had led him to accept a less comfortable appointment as a curate attached to St James’s Church, working out of a tin-roofed mission hut. It was becoming a habit with the Rev. Olivier to put his own professional inclinations before the private wishes and comforts of his wife and family. Olivier’s brother, Dickie, said in later years:


My father was a man who was never satisfied with the status quo. As he gained confidence in his powers as a clerical orator, he envisaged greater and greater evangelical challenges for himself. He was not interested in aspiring to a high office within the church. Rather, he was obsessed with delivering the church’s message to those most likely to be indifferent to it. Which is why, much to the consternation of my mother, he leapt at the chance to transfer to Notting Hill.7



Laurence was just three, and might have looked forward to a more comfortable middle-class upbringing, had his father not severed his ties with Dorking. The Oliviers had become accepted and popular in this epitome of English bourgeois towns, where ‘the Rev.’ had made his mark at the local cricket club.8 The records show that he topped the batting averages in 1902, scoring a century against local rivals Reigate, and a doughty forty against a visiting MCC side, helping his team to hold them to an honourable draw. Agnes Olivier had put down solid enough roots, including a popular role in the local community, to have overcome her initial objections to her husband’s new calling. The older children were content at the local school, to which Laurence would have followed them, at least at first. But it was not to be.

Nor was his father’s life in Notting Hill, ironically enough, to be as professionally happy as it had been in Dorking. With the characteristic zeal of the convert, Gerard practised an enthusiastically ‘high’ version of the Anglican ritual, burning a good deal of incense and preaching vivid, histrionic sermons. He also preferred to be addressed as ‘Father’ and toured his parish in the cassock and black hat of a Catholic priest. All this did not go down too well with the parish fathers of Notting Hill, who had no reason to prize him for his cricketing talents. Gerard’s vicar took a particularly dim view of his unorthodoxy and finally gave the recalcitrant curate an opportunity – which he defiantly shunned – to resign. The Olivier family had spent only one year in their new home, 86 Elgin Crescent, from whose bedroom windows Laurence could just see the bright lights of the White City exhibition, before Gerard arrived home one evening to report that he had been sacked.

It was not this bleak news, but a needle pricking her finger, which prompted Agnes Olivier to swear in front of young Laurence. The moment is remembered in the family archives for moving the three-year-old boy to complete his first sentence: ‘Why did you say damn for, Mummy?’ There followed an itinerant summer, as the turbulent priest trailed his family behind him from one holiday position to another in assorted British seaside towns. It was Christmas before he found another living which suited him – back in London, to the children’s dismay, this time in Pimlico, as first assistant priest at the Church of St Saviour’s. For the next six years, the family home was to be 22 Lupus Street, SW1.

Laurence was just five. For the next few years, he tells us, his mother constantly had to spank him for lying, an ‘inveterate and seemingly irresistible sin’, which he now thinks of as ‘some initial practice in what was to become my trade’. The bug, clearly, had already bitten him. For it was here in Lupus Street that he first dragged a huge wooden chest up the many stairs to his top-floor bedroom and ranged it across the window, whose curtains he drew around it to create a makeshift stage. At first he played at clergyman, solemnly mimicking his father’s Sunday rituals in front of a toy altar, drawing his eiderdown about him as vestments; on the bedroom door appeared a grandiose notice proclaiming ‘St Laurence’s Shrine’. Soon, however, he was giving the family full-scale performances of moments from plays he had seen at his brother’s choir school; Dickie would join him in scenes from Box and Cox and in the Hubert and Arthur scene from Shakespeare’s King John. For footlights he would use candles set in cigarette tins, lovingly made for him by his father, who – to everyone’s surprise – seemed thoroughly to approve of the entire proceedings.

Gerard Olivier could see that his son’s sense of theatre derived from his own ecclesiastical style. In time, his father hoped, Laurence might follow him into the church. Olivier later recalled:


My father was an effective preacher, and as a boy, sitting watching him and others in the pulpit, I was fascinated by the way a sermon was delivered. Those preachers knew when to drop the voice, when to bellow about the perils of hellfire, when to slip in a gag, when suddenly to wax sentimental, when to turn solemn, when to pronounce the blessing. The quick changes in mood and manner absorbed me, and I have never forgotten them.9



By the age of seven, according to a childhood memoir written by his sister Sybille, Laurence was precocious enough to render long scenes from Shakespeare, with or without his brother’s assistance, with or without an audience. If the family heard the shrill piping sounds from the top floor, they knew their youngest member was rehearsing for his next production.

Olivier grew desperate for his father’s approval. Said his sister:


He tended always to be quiet and withdrawn when Father was in the house, and then burst out into his other much more ebullient self when he was gone, by way of compensation. Of course, Mother and Father themselves were a right opposite pair, and this may have had something to do with Larry’s being first one way, then the other. Despite his attachment to Mother, he was in awe of Father. He wanted so for Father to like him. So he would often act like Father, whether intentionally or unconsciously – I suppose in the hope that he would gain Father’s approval, or at least soften his disapproval.10



But Olivier’s mother was determined not to have another clergyman in the family. ‘In order to deflect him, Mother encouraged Larry to turn his mock-sermonizing into recitations of monologues from well-known plays,’ said Sybille.11 Olivier himself says he ‘played shamelessly’ to his mother:


She would mouth the words with me, and whenever I stumbled she would urge me on, applauding deliriously when I got it right and suffocating me with hugs at the end. Soon she started to invite other people in to watch me perform – neighbourhood ladies, relatives and the like. And it was always the same at the end – much applause, most of it polite, I’m sure, and a great deal of hugging and ‘Isn’t-he-darling’ sort of praise. I suppose you could say that I decided at a very early age that acting was for me.12



It was 1914 and, as the world went to war, it was time for Laurence to go to his first proper school. The year before, he had spent a few disastrous weeks as a boarder at a small prep school in Blackheath, where he wept so copiously that his soft-hearted mother had brought him back home. Next he had attended another prep school nearer his home, in Cliveden Place, near Sloane Square, called Mr Gladstone’s School. ‘I believe my mother must have picked this place because it was only a penny bus fare from Pimlico, where we lived,’ he recalled, ‘and I think she must have had a horrid shock when she got the first term’s bill, because I was whipped out of the place pretty smartly and sent somewhere else.’

It was during his short career at Mr Gladstone’s that the young Olivier enjoyed a seminal, almost mystical, experience he was to recall sixty-five years later in a festschrift marking the twenty-fifth anniversary of the English Stage Company at the Royal Court Theatre, Sloane Square, where he himself was to enjoy one of his finest hours in 1957 as Archie Rice in John Osborne’s The Entertainer:


I was coming out of Sloane Square tube station one day and I glanced up a passage beside it that I had never taken much notice of before. To my astonishment I saw, gathered around what I later knew to be a stage door, a group of men and women with paint on their faces. But what truly amazed me was the extraordinary clothes they were wearing. I stared and stared at them, dumbfounded. I simply could not believe my eyes, that people could get themselves up in such a fashion. I rushed into school and told a couple of boys, ‘There are some of the weirdest people you ever saw in your life up that passage.’ They laughed uproariously at me. ‘Why, you stupid fool, that’s a theatre,’ one said. ‘They must have been just actors – they wear those sort of things – just out for a breath of fresh air. It’s hellish hot in those places, I believe.’13



From Mr Gladstone’s School, Laurence went on to a local day school in Graham Terrace, the Francis Holland Church of England School for Girls, which had one junior day class for boys. It was to be the next in a trail of prep schools attended by the boy, largely because his mother had set her heart on sending him to the choir school of All Saints in Margaret Street, near Oxford Circus, where his brother Dickie was already a pupil. But Laurence kept failing the voice exams. Each new prep school would be regarded as a strictly temporary measure until he finally won his place at All Saints, to which end Agnes herself continued coaching her son at the piano. In the meantime, he devised various ingenious methods of playing truant from Francis Holland, including imaginary ‘lunches’ with a Miss Finlayson on nearby Ecclestone Bridge. When the headmistress, Miss Sheppard, finally asked his mother why it was necessary for young Laurence to slip off so often to see this mysterious figure, Agnes again felt obliged to administer the slipper.

At the age of nine, Olivier finally won the place his mother so coveted for him among the fourteen-strong choir of All Saints. For Agnes Olivier, said her older son Richard, it was a double-edged moment. Boarding-school was to prove the making of young Laurence, but only by liberating him from his mother’s apron-strings. ‘For the first time he showed a need to break the bonds, if only tentatively, of Mother’s attachment to him. To say that he was ready to emerge full speed ahead from the emotional cocoon she had wrapped him in would be to overstate it, of course. But he did begin to show signs – not of resentment, but of a young bird ready to test its wings.’ Already, when Dickie came home for the school holidays, his younger brother would ‘beat me about the ears with incessant questioning about what it was like. Mother would gaze upon us sadly, almost as if she knew she was losing her precious Larry. But she had too much sense to make a fuss about it. She was still number one in his eyes. But he had rather quickly come to realize that there was another world, a vastly more varied world beyond the one he knew, which was centred on Mother.’14

The young Olivier who arrived at All Saints was a moody, rather solitary figure, who took little trouble to make friends. He quickly became unpopular and was cruelly mocked for his ineptitude on the sports field. Said Laurence Naismith, an All Saints contemporary who also went on to become an actor:


It was strange, because Larry was naturally athletic, had good coordination, that sort of thing. But when it came to games, he was as awkward as a cow trying to balance on a wire. I suppose this was because he had never been allowed to play sports before. By the time he started playing at All Saints, the other boys were way ahead of him in basic physical skills and they thoroughly rejected him, laughed him off the fields or only picked him to play if they were desperate for one last body to make up a side. Naturally he did not take to this treatment very well. In reaction he became quite a nasty young man, which only made him further disliked.15



Young Laurence became determined to find another school activity in which to make his mark.

A very high Anglican church, All Saints encouraged flamboyancy among its clergy; Olivier remembers the sermons as ‘very dramatic, very effective . . . a bit theatrical’. Irving had recently given the theatrical profession such a ‘canopy of respectfulness’ that staff and pupils alike were very proud of the school’s close links to the stage. Sunday services had all the ritual of a theatrical performance and all the props: ‘six blazoned candlesticks, a crucifix, the Host with a lamp in front of it’. Laurence began as a ‘boat boy’, carrying an incense-filled boat down the aisle in procession; one of the few unrealized ambitions of his life was to become the thurifer, at the head of this procession, ‘the man who swung the incense and made extraordinary juggling cavortions – depending on the height of the theatricality and his nature, he could make the censer do really wonderful things if he chose’. When Olivier revisited All Saints at the age of seventy-five, for a television retrospective, the camera caught him weeping; and one of his few failings as an actor has been a lifelong inability to fake tears.

Once at All Saints, said Dickie, Laurence:


certainly missed Mother at the beginning, and there were moments when he wished he could flee the school. But in all he adjusted well, probably more easily because I was there, a familiar face. It was as though he instinctively recognized that the time had come to stop being the protected little brat and make something of himself in the world of his peers. I dare say the adjustment was much more painful and difficult for Mother. She was left alone at home with Father, while the school kept Larry much too busy to dwell overlong on thoughts of home.16



The regime at All Saints was rigorous: long choir practices took up as much time as normal school lessons, meaning that all the children had to be boarders and the holidays were shorter than those of most other schools. To compensate, various ‘treats’ were arranged during term-time, among them an annual Christmas visit to the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, set up by the Duke of Newcastle, a churchwarden of All Saints and patron of the school. The Duke would take a block of seats in the dress circle so that the boys’ parents and friends could join them at a pantomime.

And so it was by courtesy of this munificent aristocrat, at Christmas 1916, that nine-year-old Laurence Olivier made his first visit to the theatre. Dressed in Eton jacket with white tie and waistcoat, he and his schoolmates saw two popular comedians of the day, Stanley Lupino and Will Evans, in Babes in the Wood. Lupino, to the boys’ delight, even made impromptu cracks about the choirboys up in the gallery. After the performance, the Duke took them all backstage to meet the cast, and the young Olivier had his first sniff of a theatrical dressing-room.

Among the five assistant priests on the staff of All Saints was a talented amateur actor called Father Geoffrey Heald, who, with the support of the vicar, H. F. B. Mackay, ensured that the school’s strong theatrical tradition was maintained. Early in Laurence’s days there, Heald cast him as a policeman in what was only a light-hearted burlesque, but he noted with approval that the boy, who had made himself a papier-mâché helmet for the occasion, nevertheless took the whole business very seriously. The following year, mounting a Christmas term production of Julius Caesar, Heald at first gave Olivier the part of First Citizen.17 But he so shone in rehearsals that, although he was the smallest boy in the cast, Heald soon promoted him to Brutus. The original Brutus, an older boy named Ralph Forbes who went on to become something of a film star, was switched to Cassius; he and Laurence would together have to murder Olivier Senior, brother Dickie, who was cast as Caesar.

Heald, according to Sybil Thorndike, was a bold and innovative director, using the aisles as well as the full width of the stage, sowing in young Laurence an urge to look beyond convention and tradition. In later years Heald was to say that he had never come across a child who so quickly and naturally mastered the arts of diction and deportment; Olivier, in turn, was to remember Heald as ‘extremely lively, highly artistic’. The ten-year-old boy clearly gave a remarkably mature performance. Among the first-night audience, equally remarkable for a schoolboy production, was the great actress Ellen Terry, then seventy, accompanied by Lady (Herbert Beerbohm) Tree and the young Sybil Thorndike, already a family friend of the Oliviers through her own clergyman father.

Ellen Terry apparently enjoyed herself so much that she asked to come again on the second night, after which she was introduced to the cast onstage. Young Laurence – who had earlier confessed, amid giggles, that he had never heard of the great lady – was given the privilege of escorting her down from the stage. He remembered her saying to him: ‘Oh, don’t you love it? Don’t you just love the words?’ That night Ellen Terry wrote in her diary: ‘The small boy who played Brutus is already a great actor.’ Sybil Thorndike recalled: ‘He had been on the stage for only five minutes when we turned to each other and said, “But this is an actor – absolutely an actor. Born to it.” ’

The extraordinary legend of Olivier’s star-studded stage debut does not stop there. Bishop Temple, then Rector of St James’s, Piccadilly, later to follow his father as Archbishop of Canterbury, declared himself to have been so moved that he wept. When the production was revived some nine months later, it was graced by the presence of another of the theatrical grandees of the day, Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson. Legend has it that Forbes-Robertson took Laurence’s father aside and told him: ‘My dear man, your son is Brutus.’ Olivier, pointing out that Sir Johnston would anyway have been ‘courtesy itself’ on seeing his father’s dog-collar, modestly says he has never believed this story. But in a letter to Heald, Forbes-Robertson did observe that ‘Brutus delivered his oration to the citizens with a pathetic air of fatalism which was poignantly suggestive – remarkable in one so young.’

Recalling that ‘quite a fuss’ was made at All Saints over his performance as Brutus, Olivier later denied that it was ‘some sort of epiphany, wherein I discovered my true calling as an actor’. He had worked hard at it, he said,


because I wanted so badly to be good and not seem an amateur . . . I felt I was in a constant no-holds-barred competition with the other boys, and since I was such a bloody dud at sports and other things, I felt that if I mucked up there I would for ever be a total outcast. So, yes, I did set out to distinguish myself, or at least save myself from embarrassment. And I suspect that I used a lot of tricks I had learned about realism from the play-acting I had done with my mother and sister at home.



But he had been brought up to believe that acting was not a calling to which a boy of his circumstances should aspire.
 

Which is not to say that the experience wasn’t an epiphany of another sort . . . It gave me a much more secure perception of myself than I had ever had before in a personal sense. Call it ego, self-esteem, self-confidence – whatever you wish. Having been made to feel rather worthless for so many years, it was a tremendous shot in the arm.18



The following Christmas saw Larry – as people were already beginning to call him – as Maria in scenes from Twelfth Night, which again drew praise, though he himself remembered it sixty-five years later as ‘extremely forced’. His family, meanwhile, was on the move again, this time to Letchworth in Hertfordshire, where his father had taken up a more comfortable living at the Church of St Michael’s and All Saints, which came complete with a handsome Queen Anne house. Any pleasure the children may have taken in a more comfortable home, despite the chore of having to make new friends yet again, was abruptly shattered in March 1920, when Agnes Olivier died, quite suddenly and unexpectedly, of a brain tumour. She was only forty-eight.

Laurence had last seen her two weeks before, lying in bed, paralysed down one side. He had not been told of the seriousness of her condition and recalls no suggestion that he might never see his mother again; so he just kissed her as he would at the end of any normal weekend and returned to All Saints. ‘I often think, and say, that perhaps I’ve never got over it,’ he told Kenneth Tynan in a BBC television interview nearly half a century later:


Anyway, my father had to take over, not knowing me very well.I think to him I was rather an unnecessary child. He could look at my sister eating a lot of porridge, and my brother eatinga lot of porridge, with comparative equanimity, but when I was eating a lot of porridge it annoyed him intensely. My sister says I simply got on his nerves, poor man.I don’t blame him at all because I was probably very fat and absolutely brainless. However, when my mother died he had to take care of me: my brother was at school, and my sister was, I think, already half way out into the world.19



Their mother’s death cast a long and heavy shadow over the young lives of her three children, especially Laurence, who had been her ‘baby’, who had depended on her and who was still wary of his more distant, dour and somewhat eccentric father.

Agnes Olivier, a handsome woman with a touch of the gipsy about her looks, was remembered by those who knew her as a smiling and generous friend, whose laughter filled the Olivier home with a charm its paterfamilias sometimes lacked. Gerard moved to a smaller home very quickly, complaining again of money problems, though the children noticed that he could now afford a cook and that a little alcoholic refreshment made its first appearance around the house. But the new home lacked the grace and joie de vivre they missed in their mother. In her last illness, as throughout her life, Agnes had displayed patience, courage and humour. These last two, if not always the first, were qualities she had already bequeathed to her youngest child – as well as a dash of those gipsy looks.

Many years later, Olivier told Kenneth Tynan of the ‘utter desolation’ he had felt after his mother’s death: ‘He had entertained thoughts of going down to Chelsea Bridge, jumping off and drowning himself in the Thames. He said that ever since then, whenever he crossed Chelsea Bridge, or passed by it, he always thought of his mother and his suicidal feelings.’ But the sudden loss of his mother’s affection, and his father’s failure to replace it, would combine to forge the deep ambivalence in Olivier’s character which would prove his making as an actor. After long discussion with Olivier, Tynan came to the conclusion that


had it not been for his father’s neglect, he would never have discovered the drive in himself to succeed in the theatre as he did. It was not just external drive he was talking about – an ‘I’il show-him’ motivation. What he really meant was that in acting he discovered a way in which he could delve into and express emotions that he never dared to, never knew how to do, in real life.20



Because of the death of his mother, said Tynan, Olivier all his life nursed ‘a pipeline to a childhood pain we can only guess at’.21 Tynan’s own guess, as Olivier’s colleague, friend and most eloquent interpreter, was characteristically perceptive:


From everything I’ve learned of Larry, from himself and others, he is the product of a fortuitous, almost ideal melding of two distinct, powerful genetic inheritances. The one is what I would call his exterior gifts: his voice, his physical aspect, his athleticism, his daring, his self-absorption and his single-minded devotion to his work, all of which make for that compelling presence he has as an actor. These he clearly gets from his father. Yet had he possessed these alone, he would merely have been a competent actor. What served to ignite and transform all those traits into something unique were his interior gifts, which are what I believe he got from his mother. By these I mean his perception, his instinctive intelligence, his intuition for the absolutely right gesture and movement, his ability to plumb character, his powers of observation and mimicry, his clearly feminine sensitivity and emotional expanse. Evidently Larry’s mother was a woman in whom all these traits powerfully reposed. I say ‘reposed’ because, as a woman raised in Victorian times and married to a man of Larry’s father’s rather tyrannical temperament, she never had a chance to really exercise her gifts. In the end, the only way she expressed them was by passing them on to her son.22



It may also be due to his mother’s posthumous influence that Olivier has always displayed a decidedly feminine streak, both in his character and in his acting. ‘I may be rather feminine, but I’m not effeminate,’ he once said – with rare self-perception – to the critical Michael Billington, who was ‘very struck by his slightly raffish coyness’. The sheer sexuality of Olivier’s stage presence was to become one of the hallmarks of his career; but throughout his life, offstage as on, that sexuality has been capable of a marked ambiguity. Olivier’s legendary charm derives from carefully cultivated, very feminine techniques of persuasion and allure; offstage, he is capable of all the male equivalents of eyelash-fluttering winsomeness. Onstage, as Billington put it in an excellent essay on this theme, ‘he can be masculine or feminine but never neuter’.23 He was to bring female guile, vulnerability and mischievousness to all the most masculine of Shakespeare’s epic heroes; his eyes, always his most powerful physical assets, were to bring similar ambiguity to several rugged rogues of the giant screen. Both as a man and as an actor, Olivier’s sensibility has always been fed by the pipeline of pain he maintained to his childhood, for ever rooted in this appalling moment. In his own view, both romantic and self-dramatizing, Olivier has never really recovered from the shock of losing his mother when he needed her most.

The Olivier who now returned to All Saints was a more solitary figure than ever. Laurence Naismith remembered that


Larry was capable of alternating bouts of almost hysterical good cheer and despondence, mixed further with frequent expressions of rude behaviour. He went through a period when he was an inveterate show-off. At times he was an immature clod who conducted himself in the most boorish way. At other times he would disport himself in an elegant manner that was well beyond his years. He kept us all off balance in our attitude towards him. As I remember it, he had no close friends throughout his stay. No one could trust him to be constant. He would be your great pal one day, and then turn around and rather compulsively try to humiliate you the next.



After the young Olivier’s success in Julius Caesar, said Naismith, ‘one got the feeling that Larry was on stage all the time, that his whole life in school was devoted to testing out roles. It was impossible to tell the real Larry Olivier from some character he was temporarily playing.’24 Richard Olivier also sensed the actor in the making:


You must remember that in many ways my brother was a highly emotional boy by nature, which he got from our mother, and that his emotions were constantly stifled at home by Father. Once in school and away from Father, he was better able to let his emotions run free, The fact that he went overboard at times was simply akin to a wild animal being suddenly let out of a cage . . . Larry was incorrigible for a while, but soon he got control of himself and learned to, as it were, ‘edit’ his behaviour.25



At All Saints the following year Laurence put in, according to contemporary accounts, his most precocious stage performance yet – as Katharina in The Taming of the Shrew, to Geoffrey Heald himself as Petruchio. Ellen Terry was again among the theatrical notables in the audience; this time she noted that she had ‘never seen Kate played better by a woman, except Ada Rehan’. It is the only one of those schoolboy performances of which we ourselves can still get a taste today, from the remarkable photograph which survives of a determined, haughty Katharina, whose dark, smouldering, thirteen-year-old eyes are already issuing a formidable challenge to the camera.

The young actor Denys Blakelock, later to become one of Olivier’s closest friends, also found himself in the All Saints audience that night. Larry, he wrote, ‘was not good-looking as a boy; he had a rather dark, glowering look, which was admirably suited to the Shrew. As to his acting . . . I can only say that the impression he made on that very professional audience was something quite exceptional.’26 Sybil Thorndike’s verdict was:


I saw Larry in all those productions at All Saints and was impressed most of all by his wonderful Katharina. His Shrew was really wonderful, the best Katharina I ever saw . . . You know, some people are born with technical ability. And Larry was. He didn’t have to work hard enough at technical things because he knew it all from the start. Johnny Gielgud had to work much harder. He wasn‘t technically equipped as Larry was. Larry was from a little boy.



The following year, after Laurence had moved on to his public school, St Edward’s, Oxford, this production was selected to take part in a schools’ festival on the sacred stage of the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon. Gerard had chosen St Edward’s because of its connections with the church and the preponderance of old boys who went into the ministry. But Laurence’s steps were already headed in a different direction fast assuming inevitability.

It was at the end of his second term, just before his fifteenth birthday, that he played Katharina in Stratford during the annual week of celebrations for Shakespeare’s birthday. He led the procession to the parish church for the traditional birthday service and that afternoon met the American actor James Hackett, who called a halt to his Othello rehearsal to allow the schoolboys their own rehearsal time onstage. Heald observed the excited reverence with which young Olivier took his first steps on a famous professional stage; but he was also pleased to note that when the big moment came, the excitement calmed into a professional self-discipline, which Heald attributed to the experience of church service and ritual instilled by All Saints. Similarly, young men who have sung all the great hymns and masses have a head start in matters of diction and enunciation, so that the young actors had no difficulty coping with the acoustics of that mighty auditorium. (This was the Shakespeare Theatre which famously burnt down the following year, 1923, so that in later years Olivier was unique among his profession in having trod its hallowed boards.)

There were no names in the programme, but the press cuttings next morning were unanimous. The Times critic expressed ‘wonder at lines so well and clearly spoken’, adding that one boy’s performance as Katharina had ‘a fire of its own . . . You felt that if an apple were thrown to this Katharina she would instinctively try to catch it in her lap, and if apples give her pleasure we hope with all gratitude that someone will make the experiment.’ The Daily Telegraph, meanwhile, got quite carried away. ‘The boy who took the part of Kate made a fine, bold, black-eyed hussy badly in need of taming. I cannot remember seeing any actress in the part who looked it better.’ The critic in question, W. A. Darlington, later recalled in his memoirs that he had gone to the theatre that afternoon only ‘on impulse, because I was feeling bored and livery’.27

Olivier returned to St Edward’s with reluctance. He was not at all happy there. It was not just because he had really wanted to go to Rugby – or, like his brother, to Radley. His was not the kind of temperament which easily wins the pack popularity required to be content at these merciless English institutions, where an individualist tends to be marked out as a pariah. So he knew better than to boast about spending the school holidays mincing about onstage dressed as a girl, however celebrated the theatre. Even those heady press cuttings had to stay firmly in his pocket, whence he would take them out to savour in the rare corners of solitude afforded by public school life.

Inevitably for an All Saints boy Olivier had been recruited for the school choir as soon as he arrived and, before long, he was designated soloist. This was not the best way of becoming a popular figure, as he desperately wanted: ‘I confess that the wish for this treacherous glory – popularity – had and has been obsessive all my life.’ Instead, he tells us, he was soon known as ‘that sidey little shit Olivier’, and was a popular target for the attentions of both adolescent homosexuals and sadistic prefects. Even his attempts to live up to his father’s cricketing prowess went sadly wrong when L. K. Olivier, last in for his house with eight runs needed to win, was out for three – clean bowled by a contemporary named Douglas Bader, later to pass into legend as the legless air ace of the Second World War.

In the last of his three years at St Edward’s, Olivier was horrified to find himself cast as Puck in the Christmas production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. ‘Puck, to that audience?’ But it was here, at the age of sixteen, that he discovered something within himself, ‘a small, sharp poniard of steel’, to prove useful throughout his career as it prompted a still, small internal voice: ‘So that’s it, is it? This dismally wretched part, this utterly hopeless, so-called opportunity. Okay. Right. In that case – I don’t know yet how, but I’ll knock their bloody eyes out with it somehow.’ Unabashedly he danced up and down the aisles, back and forth through the audience, making surprise entrances, his face lit by two torch-lamps strapped to a harness around his chest. It proved another early triumph; the review in the school magazine thought Puck ‘far the most notable’ member of the cast; a little too robust, perhaps, but ‘he seemed to have more “go” in him than the others’. From that week on Olivier suddenly found himself what he had always wanted to be: popular. Two more lessons were thus learnt – one about the nature of ‘stardom’, and the other that ‘Shakespeare could look after himself and look after, too, the actor who trusts him.’

A few days later it was the end of term and another trauma was in prospect: his elder brother Dickie was departing for four years in India as a rubber planter. The younger Olivier was distraught; first no mother, now no brother. That unhappy day in January 1924, after seeing Dickie off at Fenchurch Street, Laurence spent in miserable silence. In the bath that evening, second into the water now instead of third, he asked his father how soon he might be allowed to follow Dickie out East. Previous thoughts about his future, when he could steer Gerard away from the church, had centred around the Merchant Navy and forestry. Now rubber planting was the height of his ambitions; all he wanted to do was join Dickie, whom he considered the mainstay of his life, as soon as possible.

‘Don’t be such a fool,’ was the Rev. Gerard Olivier’s quite unexpected reply. ‘You’re not going to India, you’re going on the stage.’
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