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Praise for
Hollywood’s Eve

    “What Hollywood’s Eve has going for it on every page is its subject’s utter refusal to be dull. . . . [Anolik] is a sensitive reader of [Babitz’s] work and owns a sly wit.”

    —Dwight Garner, The New York Times

    “I devoured Hollywood’s Eve in a single weekend. I texted my friends pictures of the most shocking passages. I told people I barely know they must read it, as soon as they can, right now if possible! I decided I needed to read everything author Lili Anolik and her subject, Eve Babitz, have ever written.”

    —Bustle Book Club, Pick of the Month

    “Celebrates the ‘louche, wayward, headlong, hidden genius of Los Angeles.’ ”

    —The New Yorker

    “Unputdownable.”

    —Goop

    “[A] loving and perceptive new book on Babitz . . . [Babitz’s] unique and entertaining body of work is now crowned by Lili Anolik’s Hollywood’s Eve.”

    —Los Angeles Review of Books

    “Anolik’s fantasy Eve reflects Babitz’s brilliance at self-presentation.”

    —Harper’s

    “Hollywood’s Eve does for us what its storied protagonist has done all her life: it satiates the need for the glitz and the glam of a once-upon-a-time Hollywood, yet is imbued in seductive mystery that leaves one starved for more.”

    —Editorialist

    “Fascinating . . . it’s impossible not to be infatuated.”

    —O, The Oprah Magazine

    “A dishy, splashy biography filled with more celebrity cameos than a table at the Polo Lounge.”

    —Entertainment Weekly

    “The Eve Babitz story you’ve been looking for—a true page-turner about an icon of Los Angeles’s 1960s art scene that’ll satisfy your thirst for glitz, glam, and drama.”

    —Woman’s Day

    “Hollywood gossip meets literary merit, sure to satisfy both the social and cerebral side of every good book group.”

    —Lynn Lobash, Manager of Reader Services at the New York Public Library, in the New York Post

    “A swooning, sometimes madcap look at Babitz . . . compelling.”

    —The Washington Post

    “I finished Hollywood’s Eve with my writer’s crush on Babitz intact, and with a secondary crush on her biographer.”

    —Shondaland

    “It’s the kind of book that will keep you up way too late on a weeknight, hungry for the next page, and the page after that.”

    —PopSugar

    “Perfect for fans of Hollywood in its glory years.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “[A] smart, fast-paced meditation on Babitz . . . Anolik sees her as ruthless, unencumbered, unapologetic. In other words, an artist.”

    —BookPage

    “A dreamlike unfolding also drives Hollywood’s Eve, which does not fit the mold of a biography—it’s a bona fide love story. Anolik achieves an incredible intimacy with her subject, who talks to almost no one these days.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “Lili Anolik, expanding to book length her 2014 Vanity Fair profile that helped reawaken public interest in Babitz’s work, delivers all the aspects of Babitz that made an iconoclastic It Girl before that was a thing. . . . The book is . . . exactly the kind of poetically enticing account (with just the right amount of tawdry) Babitz herself delivered so sharply.”

    —The AV Club

    “There’s no doubt that Anolik is daffy for Babitz but she is also clear-eyed in her critical assessment and paints a portrait that is beyond smitten, always smart, and an awful lot of fun.”

    —Esquire 

    “An intimate biography of a glamorous writer and a portrait of the city she called her playground.”

    —Town & Country

    “Anolik now presents the full jaw-dropping drama of Babitz’s on-the-edge life and complicated personality, paired with an account of Anolik’s pursuit of her wily subject. With the recent reissue of Babitz’s books, this radical American writer of stunning verve, candor, and insight is truly a phoenix rising.”

    —Booklist

    “Anolik has expanded her magazine piece into a book of her own, calling it ‘a biography in the nontraditional sense.’ But Hollywood’s Eve is richer and stranger than that.”

    —The Wall Street Journal

    “Lili Anolik delves into the mysterious life of Eve Babitz in this revealing, anecdote-packed biography.”

    —InStyle

    “Lili Anolik has hunted and captured her favorite forgotten author and helped to save Babitz’s long out-of-print books from the dustbin of cultural history. Now, like Babitz before her, she has created her own genre: fan nonfiction. In fevered, up-all-night-chain-smoking-at-the-Chateau prose perfectly suited to her subject, she excavates the lost world that Babitz so deftly wove into her autofiction.”

    —Karina Longworth, creator and host of You Must Remember This

    “Read Lili Anolik’s book in the same spirit you’d read a new Eve Babitz, if there was one: for the gossip and for the writing. Both are extraordinary.”

    —Jonathan Lethem, author of Motherless Brooklyn

    “The first injectable biography.”

    —James Wolcott, Vanity Fair columnist and author of Lucking Out

    “There’s no better way to look at Hollywood in that magic decade, the 1970s, than through Eve Babitz’s eyes. Eve knew everyone, slept with everyone, used, amused, and abused everyone. And then there’s Eve herself: a cult figure turned into a legend in Anolik’s electrifying book. This is a portrait as mysterious, maddening—and seductive—as its subject.”

    —Peter Biskind, author of Easy Riders, Raging Bulls

    “Lili Anolik’s love letter to Eve Babitz is as probing and intelligent as it is outrageously fun, swirling with secrets and gossip, celebrity and art, feminism and literature and tragedy and sex and sex and sex. A glorious trip through the looking glass of a golden-age L.A., Hollywood’s Eve makes the case for Babitz as chronicler and muse of an era even as it paints an unsparing picture of its lost illusions.”

    —Joe Hagan, author of Sticky Fingers: The Life and Times of Jann Wenner and Rolling Stone Magazine 

    “Let other writers worship at the banal altar of L.A. Thanatos; Anolik’s Eve is the fearless beating heart of L.A. Eros, and her inimitable voice comes alive in Anolik’s own lovingly warm and penetrating celebration of Babitz’s magnificent beauty, wildness, and art.”

    —Elizabeth Frank, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Cheat and Charmer

    “This is a gossipy and wonderful introduction to not only Eve Babitz and her somewhat tragic life . . . but to the social history of Los Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s. . . . It is as well an introduction to Lili Anolik herself, who has been writing about movies and Hollywood and celebrity for the last five years. And right now she’s probably the best there is at it.”

    —Bret Easton Ellis, The Bret Easton Ellis Podcast

    “If there is a fresher, more vibrant voice than Lili Anolik’s out there, I don’t know of it. She is a true original.”

    —Graydon Carter

    “The Eve Babitz book I’ve been waiting for. What emerges isn’t just a portrait of a writer, but also of Los Angeles: sprawling, melancholic, glamorous.”

    —Stephanie Danler, author of Sweetbitter
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To Mirandi, Laurie, and Paul


The pure products of America go crazy

—WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS

In L.A. when someone gets corrupt, it always takes place out by the pool.

—EVE BABITZ


A Note, Slipped to the Reader

Hollywood’s Eve isn’t a biography—at least not in the traditional sense. It won’t attempt to impose narrative structure and logic on life, which is (mostly) incoherent and irrational, lived moment-by-moment and instinctively rather than by grand design and purposefully; or to provide explanations, which (mostly) dull and diminish; or to reach conclusions, which are (mostly) hollow and false. In other words, it doesn’t believe, or expect you to, that facts, dates, timelines, firsthand accounts, verifiable sources tell the tale.

Here’s what Hollywood’s Eve is: a biography in the nontraditional sense; a case history as well as a cultural; a critical appreciation; a sociological study; a psychological commentary; a noir-style mystery; a memoir in disguise; and a philosophical investigation as contrary, speculative, and unresolved as its subject. Here’s what Hollywood’s Eve is above all else: a love story. The lover, me. The love object, Eve Babitz, the louche, wayward, headlong, hidden genius of Los Angeles.

A book can be infatuated—hopelessly, helplessly, heedlessly—same as a person. I’m telling you this not as a way of asking for allowances, but for understanding. In the following pages, things might get a little heated, a little weird, a little out of hand. Now you know why.


C’est Sheik
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Imagine, for a second, this:

It’s 1959. You’re sixteen, a junior at Hollywood High. It’s that dead time between classes and you’re in the girls’ room, sharing a cigarette with Sally, not her real name but what you’ll call her when you write about her years later in Rolling Stone. Sally, who’s already been through the wringer at Twentieth Century–Fox, signed to a contract and then summarily dropped because she bleached her hair a glowing, white-heat shade of blond (Marilyn Monroe’s exactly) the night before her first day of work, blowing her chance at the very moment she took it, as, unbeknownst to her, the studio’s plan was to turn her into the next Jean Seberg, the fresh-faced beauty plucked out of Iowa and obscurity to play Otto Preminger’s Joan of Arc. Sally, who finds mornings so onerous she has to chase fifteen milligrams of Dexamyl with four cups of coffee just to drag herself to homeroom. Sally, who is rich and surly and sex-savvy and who has been adopted by a group of twenty-somethings from her acting class, the Thunderbird Girls, knockouts all in blue eye shadow and cinch-waist cocktail dresses, cruising around town in—what else?—Thunderbird convertibles, spending their evenings on the Sunset Strip, letting Lenny Bruce steal their best lines, their weekends in Palm Springs, making ring-a-ding-ding with Frank Sinatra. Sally, who saved you from the Deltas and the other sororities that ruled the school. Sally, who is your best friend.

The company you keep is fast, just your speed as it so happens. No woof-woof among sex kittens you. Not with your perfect skin and teeth, hair the color of vanilla ice cream, secondary sexual characteristics that are second to none. Last year, you went to a party you weren’t supposed to go to. An adult male and the right type of wrong, a big-beef dreamboat galoot, exactly what you’d had in mind when you snuck out of the house, told you he’d give you a ride. You jumped at the offer. But as soon as you confessed your age, fourteen, he pulled the car to the side of the road. “Don’t let guys pick you up like this, kid, you might get hurt,” he said, undercutting this gruff piece of fatherly advice by laying a five-alarm kiss on you. He drove off without telling you his name. A few months passed and there was your white knight in black and white, on the front page of every newspaper in town. He’d had a run-in with another fourteen-year-old girl, only this encounter ended in penetration: her knife in his gut. Johnny Stompanato, Mickey Cohen henchman, dead at the hands of the daughter of his inamorata, Lana Turner. Bad luck for Johnny but a good sign for you. You caught the eye of the infidel who stormed the temple of MGM’s love goddess nightly. That might not make you a movie star yourself. It does put you in the same firmament as one, though.

And you’ve got more than your looks going for you. What about your pedigree? Your dad, Sol, Jewish, Brooklyn-born, is first violinist for the Twentieth Century–Fox Orchestra. First violinist for the Los Angeles Philharmonic, too. He and a cellist once came to blows over the proper way to play the dotted notes in Bach. Your mom, Mae, a Cajun Catholic from southeast Texas, is an artist, her medium quill and ink. Also, parties. She’s famous for her beauty and charm, her chignon with the rose in it, her chiles rellenos, the chiles just hot enough. Your godfather is the composer Igor Stravinsky. He’s been slipping you glasses of Scotch under the table since you turned thirteen, and his wife, the peerlessly elegant Vera, taught you how to eat caviar.

Your house, on the corner of Cheremoya and Chula Vista at the foot of the Hollywood Hills, is packed so full of musicians there’s barely room for their instruments: Fats Waller and Stuff Smith, Joseph Szigeti and Marilyn Horne. There are tales of picnics along the L.A. River with Charlie Chaplin and Paulette Goddard, Greta Garbo, Bertrand Russell, the Huxleys. On a family vacation to Santa Fe, Sol took a detour, drove to the middle of nowhere, so you could see the painter Georgia O’Keeffe, tall, ancient, flinty-eyed, for yourself. You liked the handsome boy who sat at her feet and rubbed them; you didn’t like the chow dogs who barked at you. The two Kenneths, Rexroth and Patchen, deliver readings in your living room. But poetry bores you blind, so you ask Lucy Herrmann, wife of Bernard—Uncle Benny to you—in the midst of writing the score for Hitchcock’s Psycho, which Sol will perform, his violin shrieking as Anthony Perkins yanks back that shower curtain, to tell you stories upstairs. Arnold Schoenberg just laughs when you and your sister Mirandi get stuck together with bubble gum during the premiere of his latest piece at the Ojai Music Festival.

And then there’s your brains. You’re never not reading: Dickens, Trollope, Woolf, Proust. Plus, you’re good at school, even if your spelling is of the experimentalist variety—no slave to form you—and your notebook filled with doodles of Frederick’s of Hollywood models instead of actual notes. You still have little intention of letting your college counselor talk you into applying to UCLA. Not when Stravinsky gave you your name. (Could he, by the way, have made a cannier choice? Eve is the most emblematic of designations, and rife with cultural and allegorical significance, suggesting guileless innocence and lethal knowledge at once. You’re it. Or maybe it’s you.) Not when Edward James, the art collector, another friend of your parents’, and for whom Salvador Dalí created the Lobster Telephone, told you that your beauty surpassed that of the Marquis de Sade’s great-granddaughter. Not when your purse contains cigarettes, lipstick, a bottle opener, a copy of The Pure and the Impure, property of the Hollywood Branch Library, and two matchboxes, one in which you keep your matches, the other, from the Akron store and large, in which you keep your diaphragm. And certainly not when “adventuress” is your ambition and the only thing UCLA can think to do with its girl students is turn them into “educators.” LACC, the local junior college, seems the better option. Answer yes to the question “Do you speak English?” and you’re in. And anyway, it’s a whole lot easier to park there than at UCLA.

The bell tolls and you take a final drag on your cigarette. As you turn to flick the butt out the window, you’re confronted by the same sight you’re confronted by every day excepting weekends and holidays: the fifty-foot-tall mural of Rudolph Valentino, the exquisite Latin androgyne with the almond-shaped eyes and pouty-lipped mouth in the role that drove the 1921 movie-going public into a state of rapture, of frenzy, of insanity—the Sheik, Hollywood High’s mascot. The giant close-up, painted on the school’s main building, depicts him in wind-blown headdress and romantic profile, gazing moodily past the track and football field, out into the distance. Perhaps at Paramount Pictures, a few blocks away on Melrose. Perhaps at Persia’s desert splendor, oceans away on the other side of the world.

This reproduction of the silent-screen icon, crude as it is, corny as it is, transfixes you. You can’t look away. Now don’t forget. You’ve got that schizophrenic background. On the one hand, you have your family, representing the East Coast, Europe, high culture. On the other hand, you have your context, Los Angeles, California: Roadside Beach and pineapple snow cones; the Luau in Beverly Hills, where you and Sally buy Vicious Virgins—two kinds of brandy, five kinds of rum, a splash of lemonade, and a gardenia floating on top—with your fake IDs, bat your lashes, also fake, at men twice your age; Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell in matching cleavages and clashing polka dots, pressing their palms into the wet cement in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre as you, in the fourth grade and on your way home from swim class, watch with eyes stinging from chlorine and smog. And if that weren’t enough, you’re possessed of a naturally romantic disposition. Consequently, the melodrama of the image before you, larger-than-life, large, in fact, as the movies, grips and beguiles you, its allure so potent, so resilient, so abiding as to be deathless. Literally. (After Valentino was felled by a ruptured ulcer at thirty-one, a number of women, a few men, as well, claimed to have received beyond-the-grave communiqués.) The longer you stare, the more susceptible you become to its dark fascination, its trashy-profound glamour.

And then, just like that, your imagination is captured, your tastes formed. Even if you don’t think much of the movies or the people who make them, your sensibility—instincts, too—from this moment on will, in essence, be cinematic. Hollywood, with its appeal to the irrational and the unreal, its provocation of desire and volatility, its worship of sex and spectacle, will forevermore be your touchstone and guiding light. For better or worse, its ethos is your ethos, its values your values. Henceforth, when you look at Sally, you won’t see a mixed-up kid, already damaged, and who’ll bring nothing but trouble to those close to her, sure, though mostly to herself. You’ll see a starlet. The kind of magical creature who turns everyone into a bystander, a spectator, a fan. To you, high school is the set of a movie, an extravaganza with a sky’s-the-limit budget, a gaudy locale, and legions of luscious background players. But then, if it isn’t the set of a movie, why be there?

You’re Eve Babitz, future muse and artist, observed and observer, chronicler of scenes, stealer of them, too; and you’re poised to enter a new decade.


Marilyn Est Morte!
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It’s generally reckoned that it was the 1950s in this country well into the 1960s, all the way until November 22, 1963, when that magic bullet took out JFK. For Los Angeles, however, the end came sooner, on August 5, 1962, when Marilyn Monroe took herself out with Nembutal. Eve got word the following day from the headline on a newspaper in France, where her family was living as Sol completed his baroque musicology research. Her favorite movie star, the one with whom she most passionately identified, had OD’d while she hung around cafés, smoking smelly French cigarettes and bemoaning the shortness of the jeunes hommes even as she chased them. She was angry with herself for not being there. “I felt I could have saved her. . . . Marilyn kept putting herself in other people’s hands, believed them. They let her think that she was just a shitty Hollywood actress and Arthur Miller was a brilliant genius.” But Eve knew something others did not. Eve knew the truth: that Monroe wasn’t shitty or even an actress, though Monroe was a performer and beyond compare (did anyone, before or since, male or female, dramatize to greater or more moving effect what it means to be a star?), that Monroe was an artist, same as Georgia O’Keeffe. Better than O’Keeffe, in fact, because Monroe was an artist who was also a work of art.

Monroe’s suicide pushed Eve to the brink of a nervous breakdown. (“Well, I’ve never been too stable.”) Deciding it was time to go home, she placed a call to her boyfriend, Brian Hutton. Hutton was an actor, though, fortunately for him, former, since Eve didn’t truck with actors who weren’t Brando—“Sally and I watched One-Eyed Jacks three times in a row at the Pix Theater on Hollywood Boulevard, the credits rolled and we didn’t get up from our seats, just stayed and stayed”—from New York, and twenty-eight. He was also married. He immediately wired her $500 for a plane ticket.
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It was the fall of 1963. More than a year had passed since Eve’s continental adventures. No longer was she riding shotgun with the Thunderbird Girls. They weren’t, as she’d initially thought, an alternative to the Deltas, they were a “souped-up version” of—a sorority in all but name. And anyway, she preferred traveling solo: “In grammar there is a noun and there are adjectives. Adjectives modify the noun, they alter it and cramp its style. I didn’t want to be a [Thunderbird Girl]. I just wanted to be a girl.”

And she’d gotten herself a new boyfriend, art curator Walter Hopps. Not that she’d dropped the old. She and Hutton, a liar and charming and very funny, which seemed like overkill considering how good-looking he was, would be on and off for years. Hopps, same as Hutton, was significantly older, thirty-one to her twenty. And Hopps, same as Hutton, had a wife.

A word on Eve and married men: Eve’s parents were, as far as she was concerned, “one of the most gorgeous couples ever established here on earth, even in Hollywood.” Sol and Mae started out crazy about each other and stayed crazy for forty-plus years, until Sol’s death in the early eighties. Laurie Pepper, Eve’s first cousin though more like a second sister, the third Babitz girl, recalls, “Sol and Mae were always taking these naps—you know, naps with quotes around it—in the middle of the afternoon. Mae had a gigantic dresser, and it was filled with lace nighties and sexy underwear. And there was pornography in their bedroom, racy drawings with captions in foreign languages. Eve and Mirandi and I snooped, naturally.” But when Sol and Mae met, Mae already had a husband, Pancho, an Italian, the maître d’ at the famed Sunset Strip nightclub, Ciro’s. Sol had to have her, though, and they began an affair. (Eve: “I don’t think my mother thought of it as cheating. She felt like she was in a European situation.”) Mae, pregnant with Sol’s baby, Eve—Mirandi would come along three years later—told Pancho she was leaving him. To soften the blow, Sol offered to pay for Pancho’s analysis. Which is to say, Eve both revered matrimony and believed it wasn’t something to be taken altogether seriously. If it didn’t bother the men that they were breaking their vows, it didn’t bother her, was her policy. And she never slept with a friend’s love or ex-love, no matter how cute he was, how good the drugs he was holding. Honor among thieves, etc.

Now back to Hopps. Hopps, a fourth-generation Californian, grew up in Eagle Rock, the son, grandson, and great-grandson of doctors. He was fitted for his first stethoscope while still in diapers. And, when it was time for college, he obligingly enrolled in premed classes at Stanford and UCLA. It was his art history classes, though, that compelled him. And in 1957, he cofounded, right on La Cienega Boulevard, the Ferus Gallery, a move that required nerve. And faith.

According to Eve, L.A. was, at that time, “a hick town” as far as art went. She wrote, “If you judged it by the L.A. County Museum, or by its nowheresville galleries, or by its public philanthropies like the Huntington Library . . . the place was hopeless. It was so impossible that the L.A. County Museum didn’t admit any art from Los Angeles. . . . My mother once picketed the place with her friend Vera Stravinsky, just to call the museum’s attention to the fact that nobody from L.A. was inside.” Ferus, in contrast, would make it a point to exhibit local artists. Its first show was of Boyle Heights’ own Wallace Berman, and resulted in a bust by the vice squad—“Okay, where’s the dirty stuff?”—Berman led away in handcuffs a few days after the opening (the “dirty stuff” in question was actually a drawing by artist-occultist Marjorie Cameron, but Berman took the heat), and the gallery temporarily closed by order of the police department.

The scandal didn’t hurt Hopps’s standing any with L.A. art patrons, an easily scandalized bunch. Maybe because in his navy-blue Brooks Brothers suits, his starched white shirts, his dark-framed glasses, he looked like the doctor he never became and incapable of an un-straight-arrow thought or deed. Wrote Eve of Hopps, “It was as though someone from the other side, the public side of L.A., had materialized on . . . our side, the side of weirdness, messiness, and art.” L.A. artists Billy Al Bengston, Ed Moses, Kenny Price, Larry Bell, and Ed Ruscha would have their first solo shows at Ferus. Andy Warhol, a New York artist geographically but an L.A. artist spiritually, as well—those Campbell’s soup cans, all thirty-two mouth-watering flavors.

In 1962, Hopps left Ferus in the hands of partner Irving Blum in order to accept the position of director of the Pasadena Art Museum. His September show, New Paintings of Common Objects, featuring Roy Lichtenstein, Ed Ruscha, Joe Goode, and Andy Warhol, among others, was the first pop-art museum exhibition in the U.S., beating out New York, still under the sway of the abstract expressionists, by nearly six months.

And Hopps was getting ready to turn the art world on its ear again. Hopps had convinced the great dadaist-surrealist Marcel Duchamp, who’d forsaken art back in 1921 to devote himself exclusively to the game of chess, to allow a museum that nobody had ever heard of in a town that was famous for a Jan and Dean song in which it was synonymous with the word square—“the little old lady from Pasadenaaaaaa!”—only not yet, not for another year, so was famous for nothing but the Rose Bowl, worse than nothing, to host his first retrospective. Though Duchamp’s best-known work was a painting, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, it was the Fountain, the urinal he’d flipped over and signed, that had, to quote critic Peter Schjeldahl, “opened a trapdoor at the bottom of Western feeling and thought.” In short, Duchamp was the original pop artist, the one who’d started it all. Suddenly, old was the new new, and Los Angeles, not even in the race art-wise, was ahead of the pack by a full length, two lengths, three. The shift had begun: the cultural wasteland was about to become the cultural center.

Of course the cultural wasteland talk was always so much hot air. Geniuses aren’t dumb. To those with established reputations in the arts, the movie industry meant easy money, which was why L.A. was geniuses galore, as Eve knew better than anybody, since all she had to do was walk from her living room to her kitchen and she’d trip over three of them at least. The world was about to find out, though, and she wouldn’t be there to utter a single “I told you so.” She’d been left off the invite list for the party for the show’s private opening. Hopps was notoriously absentminded. This oversight, however, was deliberate. What happened was this: his wife, Shirley, was supposed to be out of town, then she wasn’t.

So Eve stayed home with her parents the night of October 7, flinging herself prostrate across the furniture, refusing dinner, or at least partaking of it less heartily than was her custom, getting annoyed with her father when, provoked by one of her many deep sighs into asking, “What’s wrong?,” was satisfied with her response of, “Oh, nothing,” and went back to tuning his violin.

Eve was right to sulk. The party wasn’t at all the usual slop-pot, slapdash, beatniky L.A. art affair, people wearing whatever clothes they’d thrown over their bathing suits, drinking cheap Chablis out of plastic cups, wandering from gallery to gallery. (Monday-night art walks, they were called.) It was high style and high gloss and altogether ultra super-duper, black ties and pink champagne, a band, held in the ballroom of the elegant old Hotel Green. Guests included movie stars (Dennis Hopper), and the children of movie stars (Hopper’s wife, Brooke Hayward, daughter of Margaret Sullavan), and underground movie stars (Taylor Mead), and people played by movie stars (Beatrice Wood, the ceramist and the real Catherine—the Jeanne Moreau role—in Truffaut’s Jules and Jim), as well as L.A. artists (Ruscha, Bengston, Bell), and non-L.A. artists (Richard Hamilton, Claes Oldenburg, Andy Warhol, who was in L.A. for the first time for his Elvis Presley–Elizabeth Taylor show at Ferus and who’d get sick on that pink champagne), and assorted society types. And, naturally, the guest of honor, Marcel Duchamp, his wife, Teeny, former wife of Pierre Matisse, the art dealer and youngest son of Henri, on his arm. Oh, and Mirandi Babitz, the date of the Time magazine photographer covering the event, Julian Wasser.

Eve hugged her pillow that night and cursed her faithless lover. “I was only twenty, and there wasn’t a way I could really get to Walter. But I decided that if I could ever wreak any havoc in his life, I would.”
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Eve proved as good as her word. She was holding a glass of wine, standing in front of Nude Descending a Staircase at the opening—the public opening—held several days later when Wasser made his approach. Their conversation, according to her screenplay, “Portrait of the Artist as a Young Slut,” optioned but never produced, went something like this:

Wasser unhooked the Nikon from around his neck. Without looking at Eve, he said, “I’m going to take a picture of Duchamp and a girl. You want to be the girl?”

“Okay.”

Wasser popped open the camera, replaced old film with new. “Playing chess.”

After a beat, Eve said, “Oh, right, because that’s what he gave up art for.”

Wasser kept his eyes on the film as he pulled it taut. “And naked. You, not him.”

After another beat, Eve said, “Oh, right, because—” She gestured to the painting.

“Still in?”

“Still in.”

At last Wasser looked at her, bared his teeth in a grin. “Great. Then we’re all set.”

“Have you told Duchamp about this?”

“As the French would say, no.”

“Don’t you think you’d better? What if he doesn’t like it?”

Wasser, Nikon back around his neck, started to walk off, on the job again. “He’ll like it.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“He’s a man, isn’t he?” Wasser threw these words over his shoulder, then disappeared into the crowd.

Eve drained her glass of wine in a single swallow.I
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Wasser had a reputation for being one of the most exciting photographers on the scene. He also had a reputation for having a reputation. Says Eve, “I met Julian through a friend of mine from LACC, Marva Hannon. Jewish girls were just starting to get their noses done, and Marva was the first. Whatever Marva did was the height of style. Marva told me Julian took the most marvelous pictures. You know, naked pictures that you could show guys. She met him when she was at Beverly Hills High. He had an apartment across the street and was always trying to think of ways to get girls to take their clothes off.” Laurie Pepper, a conquest of Wasser’s in the late sixties, remembers a Seconal tablet “appearing like a magician’s rabbit in his hand” after sex; a drawer full of toothbrushes, “individually wrapped,” in the bathroom; and “candy bars for the Beverly Hills High girls in the fridge, but you can’t say that!”II And this: “Julian was terrifically kind and friendly, and he gave great head along with great conversation. I admired him. I was a professional photographer, too, then, but I wasn’t making a living. I thought he was an artist, and, oh, wow.”

Wasser had his pick of young lovelies. He chose Eve. “She had a very classic female body,” he says. More classic even than usual. Eve: “My breasts were big normally. For the first and only time in my life, though, I was taking birth-control pills. My breasts blew up. I couldn’t get into any of my dresses they were so huge, and I thought they should be photographed, documented. For posterity.”

A few days later, Wasser, in his shiny toy of a car, a Ford Fairlane convertible, white, picked up Eve bright and early at her parents’ house. She’d left the public opening on a cloud and hadn’t come down. The more she thought about Wasser’s idea, the more she liked it. Nude Descending a Staircase would become Nude Sitting at a Chessboard—how brilliant. The more she liked her role in it, too, the only one worth having: the starring. This would, in fact, be the most Hollywood thing she’d ever done, including writing her number on the palm of Tony Santoro, boyfriend of Mamie Van Doren, when she met him at Roadside Beach on the day she and Sally ditched school to work on their tans. What could be more Hollywood than posing for dirty pictures? It was practically a local rite of passage, the de rigueur desperate act of the camera-ready cutie, flat broke, wolf howling at the door. Even for Monroe. Especially for Monroe. (Admitting she was the golden girl and wet dream in the Golden Dreams calendar did as much for Monroe’s career as any movie and brought her public love besides.) Except Eve wouldn’t be baring all to make money. She’d be doing it to make mischief. And art. She’d out-Marilyn Marilyn.

But suddenly Eve wasn’t on that cloud, had lost her footing and was careening toward earth. Maybe this wasn’t such a hot idea after all. Maybe this was just Wasser getting yet another girl out of her clothes and in front of his camera. Maybe only a fool wouldn’t have known she was about to be played for a fool. At least there was still time to call it off.

Just as she started to open her mouth, though, Wasser turned to her. His tone accusatory, “You aren’t going to chicken out, are you?”

Not trusting her voice, she shook her head.

Minutes later they arrived at the Pasadena Art Museum. After exchanging her blouse and skirt for a smock, she sat miserably at the chessboard Wasser had dragged to the center of the room and chain-smoked, waited for Duchamp to appear, for the lights to be set up. At last, everybody was accounted for and all arranged. Wasser gave the signal. Eve rose, her mother’s advice ringing in one ear: Never put anything in writing or a photo; her father’s in the other: Take his queen.

She dropped the smock.

[image: Image]

Eve and Duchamp were in the middle of their third game and engrossed. Hopps entered, stopped short. The gum he was chewing fell from his mouth.

Eve, who understood when the moment called for sardonic insolence, said, “Hello, Walter,” barely looking up from the board.

Duchamp inclined his head in a slight bow. “Bonjour.”

Hopps just stood there, staring, until Wasser said, “Walter, do you mind? We’re working here.”

Hopps, making apologetic noises, backed out the door.

[image: Image]
Eve Babitz and Marcel Duchamp play chess in the Pasadena Art Museum, 1963



In the resulting photograph, Eve and Duchamp sit at a chessboard. Duchamp’s hand is raised, his wrist cocked, in anticipation of his next move. Eve, legs crossed at the ankle, chin propped on her palm, waits for him to make it. She might have something on—the radio, for example, or Chanel No. 5. You wouldn’t know it from looking at her, though. Not that Duchamp, his sangfroid as immaculate as his suit, is. He has eyes only for the game. Willful obliviousness is essential here. If Duchamp or Eve acknowledge her state in any way—if he leers or smirks, if she betrays the faintest hint of nerves or self-consciousness—she’ll be truly exposed, no longer nude, a classically accepted form of beauty, but naked; art will have become cheesecake, and that will be that. It’s a walk across a high wire, net-less. Yet both Duchamp and Eve reach the other side, and without stumbling or flinching or even breaking a sweat. Their mutual aplomb carries the day.

Eve has certainly progressed since Hollywood High. No more is she content to be a mere looker-on, part of the audience. She’s ready for her close-up now. Yet—and here’s the kicker—she refuses to take it. Wasser’s finger clicked and clicked that morning. And in most of the shots he captured, her features were visible. She chose a shot in which they were not (Wasser, a rogue but also a gentleman, granted her final say), and, in so doing, turned an extroverted gesture into an introverted one, a demand for attention into a plea for privacy, stardom into anonymity. The photo was thus a fulfillment of her paradoxical desire: to reveal herself to the world so a single person would see.

What else the photo was: her chance to be Marilyn Monroe. Eve, in Wasser’s rendering, was the American Dream made lush, nubile flesh, as if sprung fully blown from the imagination of the European aesthete, lean as a blade, dry as a bone, opposite her, as Monroe, in The Seven Year Itch (1955), was the Girl, a gorgeous ninny bringing Tom Ewell’s midlife crisis to climax. In other words, both Eve and Monroe were exploitable sex objects. Only Eve was a sex object who was, too, a sex subject, meaning she exploited herself every bit as ruthlessly as either of the men exploited her. She wasn’t just model and muse, passive and pliable, but artist and instigator, wicked and subversive. Says Eve in a voice cool, even deadpan, “Walter thought he was running the show, and I finally got to run something.”

Posing with Duchamp did for Eve what she hoped it would. It allowed her to get even with Hopps. Get one up on, in fact. Yes, he’d achieved the impossible by landing the retrospective. It’s her image, however, that’s associated with it. In effect, she upstaged him, stole the occasion right out from under his nose, so high in the air it didn’t twitch to the foul deed going on below.

And the photo, a lark and a prank and a bit of fun, a self-dare and a self-double-dog-dare, became famous (“Every artist on the planet knows it,” says Wasser), as well as an emblem of the era, appearing in promotional catalogs and advertisements for Pacific Standard Time, the sprawling, grand-scale series of exhibitions in 2011–12 that commemorated the birth of the L.A. art scene. Which is to say, the birth of the pop-art scene. And what is pop but the coupling of dadaism and surrealism, embodied by Duchamp, the dada of dadaism, the sir of surrealism, with Hollywood, embodied by Eve, her sultry splendor laid bare and made available to our most delirious erotic fantasies? And adhering to the picture is something of the evocative poignancy of pictures of our parents together before they had us; it invokes the same nostalgia, a nostalgia so strong it amounts to an ache, by showing us a time and place from which we are and always have been exiled.

Eve had come of age.



I. Eve has told this story both orally and in writing many—many as in many, many—times. Though the major details remain constant, the minor change: what Wasser said to her, for example, or where she was standing when he said it. I could have gone with any number of versions. I went with this one for no better reason than because I like it best.

II. Laurie changed her mind. I can say it.
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