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And now, Dear Reader,

these powerful truths, these trade secrets
and long-lost recipes for dark enchantment
fall into your hands.
It is your mission—if you choose to accept it
—to use this information wisely,
but by all means make use of it.
If you have but one life to live,
why not take it to the hilt?
Go forth and be Fatale.




Part One
 
The Spirit
 




Practical Fatalism
Why Adopting a Glamorous Fiction
is The Smartest Thing a Woman Can Do


“If all the harm that women have done
Were put in a bundle and rolled into one,
Earth would not hold it,
The sky could not enfold it,
It could not be lighted nor warmed by the sun.”
—James Kenneth Stephen
Stop reading this book right now. That’s right, put it down. Put it down and walk away.
You’re still reading , aren’t you ? Is that because you’re sick and tired of being told what to do? You are, aren’t you? You’re sick to death of people and their shit? Of course you are. But if you don’t follow directions, if you don’t stick to the plan, if you aren’t a “good girl,” you know what people do? They get real mad. They’ll say stuff about you—all kinds of stuff—and they’ll try to write you off. But you know what? You’re in fantastic company.
One of the very first archetypes, one that has existed throughout history in nearly every culture, was that of the “femme fatale.” The term comes from a French phrase meaning, literally, “deadly woman” and she represents the danger—the ensnaring, seductive, slightly supernatural danger—of female sexuality. It turns out that throughout history hot chicks scared the pants off of men, so much so that they associated these women with monsters, demons, and vampires.
Now we could get pissed. We could plead, “Please, see me as a human being.” We could beg, “Men, take responsibility for your feelings and attractions and don’t lay a trip on us.” But that wouldn’t be any fun now would it? The truth is that the dangerous woman is the most fascinating person in the world. Why not capitalize on her image? Why not be dangerous too—or at least give the appearance of such?
People say awfully terrible things about the femme fatale, but the more terrible the things they say, the more interesting and powerful she becomes. As a result, society has constructed whole systems of thought and behavior to control her. Fortunately, these efforts have backfired magnificently.
People long to believe in the existence of the wicked seductress. They are dying for a little excitement, someone to talk about, someone to fear. Why deny them that pleasure? It is amazingly easy for a normal woman to have a potent effect by using the femme fatale’s secrets to her advantage.
The myth of the femme fatale began as the ultimate propaganda tool. She was designed as a cautionary character, a scary image masterminded in a genius campaign of dirty tricks intended to prevent women from skipping out on their prescribed role. The trouble is, though, that in creating the myth of the enticingly mysterious, disastrously fatal, and epically glamorous woman, the advertising geniuses did their job a little too well for the femme fatale became a wildly engaging archetype.
We now have more than just cultural lore and neighborhood rumor to provide us with our dangerous women. We have an entire industry and its offshoots. Hollywood films, television, gossip rags, and the vast Internet delight us with story after story of modern femme fatale exploits as their activities are projected on our mass consciousness. Yes, female sin is a key nutrient of culture.


Give the People What They Want : A Fabulous Fiction
To acquire the image of a femme fatale one need not literally be fatal, that is, a villainous, evil man-eater. Just like the “bombshell” (who isn’t literally a weapon of war), the femme fatale can enjoy a devastating power by, in essence, telling a good story. Let’s face it: we’re all children at heart and we still love story time.
Scaring people is so damned easy. The tiniest show of will, any assertion of rights, a lust for life, and simply saying the things men say will cause a woman to become a threatening, notorious figure. If she also happens to be attractive, she embodies our subconscious desire to give in to delicious dissipation, to go off the edge, to plunge off the deep end to destruction. To wit, the following is the fantasy of a sixth grade schoolboy, S. J. Perelman, upon seeing a Theda Bara movie (as quoted in “Cloudland Revisited: The Wickedest Woman in Larchmont,” The New Yorker, October 18, 1952):
For a full month afterward, I gave myself up to fantasies in which I lay with my head pillowed in the seductress’s lap, intoxicated by coal-black eyes smoldering with belladonna. At her bidding, I eschewed family, social position, my brilliant career—a rather hazy combination of African explorer and private sleuth—to follow her to the ends of the earth. I saw myself, oblivious to everything but the nectar of her lips, being cashiered for cheating at cards (I was also a major in the Horse Dragoons), descending into drugs and ultimately winding up a beach-comber in the South Seas, with a saintly ascetic face … .

See? Though they fear her, everyone loves a good femme fatale fantasy. It gives them permission to let loose and have a little fun.


The Power of Symbols
A woman just has to do what a man does—that, and wear cute leopard-print shoes and red lipstick while she’s doing it. It’s that easy to threaten the established order.
Womankind has been neatly divided into two types: the virgin and the whore, the girl-next-door and the girl-gone-wild, the heroine and the anti-heroine. The female character rides up in either the white hat or the black hat. Hence, we have the Mary Pickford or the Theda Bara, the Melanie Hamilton or the Scarlett O’Hara, the Krystle Carrington or the Alexis Carrington Colby. We have the good girl … or the latest wicked minx who’s splayed across the tabloids and wreaking havoc on our mutually accepted mores.
The femme fatale always exudes an image, the symbols of which are easily recognized. The simple appropriation of a few of these sensory cues and her stock climbs instantly. And she certainly doesn’t need to be the most beautiful or the richest woman in the room to spice things up considerably by convincing everyone she secretly leads a life of egregious sinfulness.


The Art of Fatale
We all feign roles so as to survive and achieve our desired ends. The Fatale takes control of her life by telling her own story and co-opting powerful symbols. She creates her own publicity, circumvents the lousy, constricting roles she doesn’t wish to play, commands the attention she desires, and gets what she wants—or has fun trying. A femme fatale is a creature not born, but made.
Key to the Fatale’s power is that she makes no apologies for being female. She knows men do not own the world, neither do the rich or the privileged. And she knows she makes her own justice. The femme fatale understands she is solely responsible for her own fulfillment.
But to become a femme fatale—that is, to step into her fantastically stylish shoes—a woman must educate herself as to our common Fatale history. The following is that history, as well as an analysis and revelation of the finer points of Fatale living. Use it with extreme caution.




Naughty By Nature
The History of the Femme Fatale (Shamelessly Fictional,
Quasi-Historical, and The God’s Honest Truth)


“And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and gave also unto her husband with her, and he did eat.”

—Genesis 3:6

There it is. The source of all mankind’s troubles.
We live in a world of pain, injustice, sickness, hard labor, and death … and all because some dame—actually the world’s first woman, the mother of all humankind—dicked over her husband. Therefore, women must be watched very very carefully.
Actually, that’s wrong. There was another first woman, at least according to Mesopotamian myth and Jewish lore.
Lilith
Adam’s first wife (the one we never hear about) was named Lilith. She was God’s first try, Woman 1.0, but she didn’t quite work out and God (the ultimate book-cooker) saw to it that this marriage was quietly annulled and erased from the public record.
Lilith’s crime? Having her own opinion. She apparently didn’t buy having a husband who insisted he was the boss.
“On what basis?” she asked.
“Because that’s just the way it is!” Adam sputtered, red-faced and exasperated.
“Nice try,” said Lilith. “And by the way, I’m not picking up your mess!”
As there were no divorce lawyers, Adam went running to God who didn’t even bother to listen to Lilith’s side of things and sent her packing. Lilith contemplated her options. There weren’t many so she hooked up with—whom else?—Satan. She then moved to a schlubby section of the universe called Hell, where all divorced women go.
But there is another rumor about Lilith, this one rather racy. It has been whispered that Lilith always wanted to be on top of Adam during the sex act. In any case, Lilith was booted right out of the paradise Garden of Eden where men were intended to have led women into an eternity of naked domestic bliss. Thus, Lilith was a harbinger of all the wicked, destructive women to come.
Eve
On to Eve, the official, state-sanctioned First Woman who was to be subservient to her husband Adam, become mother of all humankind, and live forever in paradise. Satan, party-pooper that he was, thought it would be amusing to screw up God’s master plan and so he conceived a scheme to lure Eve into breaking God’s one big rule to never eat of the fruit of a certain tree.
Satan wracked his brain for a suitable temptation for the little lady. First, Satan tried diamonds, big ones in flashy settings, but Eve merely crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. Then Satan tried a baby blue convertible sports car, but Eve realized that driving a convertible sports car would be difficult as paved roads had not yet been invented. Satan even tried a fancy designer purse, a limited edition, but even that didn’t fly.
Eve, it turned out, was no shallow materialist and needed something much more substantial to lure her into sin. She waited, tapping her naked foot. Then Satan came up with a biggie.
“How about knowledge?” he hissed. “You could be like God, knowing good and bad!”
The concept swam through Eve’s brain. Knowledge! Now that was something into which she could sink her perfect teeth. Why had God so jealously guarded knowledge? What was it about knowledge that was so, well, dangerous? What could possibly be wrong about knowing good and bad? Gee, that would be swell! And why was God keeping this knowledge all to Himself? Did God think she was an idiot? And so Eve ate Satan’s proffered fruit.
We all know what happened then. Not only did Eve eat the forbidden fruit, but she used her feminine wiles to persuade hubby Adam to eat it too. And then a dark cloud descended on Eden. God was pissed. All that work—right into the recycling. God pronounced that Eve had doomed humankind to rotten lives followed by sad little deaths and barred it from paradise.
Strike two for God. Open on history’s picturesque tableaux: a long succession of really terrible females who brought and continue to bring misery to men. Knowing that he was oh-so-close to living a kick-ass life in paradise, man will never forgive himself for being such a patsy with Eve. To make up for that slip he now has an all-consuming need to put the lid on women and their destructive shenanigans. But in spite of his vast and well-funded campaign, the femme fatale lives on in invincible glory.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Luring All of Mankind Away from Paradise
and Into an Eternity of Sin and Death
Bikini made of flowers and foliage.
Long platinum blonde hair strategically arranged.
A face full of make-up, including false eyelashes, red lipstick, and dark eyebrows.
(As worn by Eve, played by Mamie Van Doren in
“The Private Lives of Adam and Eve.”)


Bad Girls of the Ancient World
Ancient history, literature, and mythology are rife with rumors of sirens, vixens, and vamps. It seems every culture had bad women who screwed things up but good for the nice men who were just trying to do the right thing. One wonders why God didn’t just scrap the whole project entirely after He saw the monster He had wrought.
Ancient Greece had a particular corner on the bad girl market. Circe was described in Greek mythology as the nymph goddess who invited Odysseus’s men to her island for a little R&R, though upon their arrival she turned them into pigs. Meanwhile, the Sirens had fun leading another group of Odysseus’s men astray by luring them completely off-course and almost screwing up Homer’s plan to make Odysseus one of the great heroes of ancient literature.
Medusa, a woman beheaded by Perseus, became a gorgon complete with snakes growing out of her scalp. When men stared at her (which they obviously would) she is reported to have unsportingly turned them to stone.
The enchantress Medea, daughter of the sun god and the niece of Circe, fell in love with Jason and had children by him, but when he ran off with another woman Medea killed the kiddies in a fit of rage.
Lamia, daughter of Poseidon and queen of Libya, had a rip-roaring affair with Zeus. His wife Hera discovered this relationship and stole Lamia’s children, but Lamia turned into a serpent-woman and killed the kids herself. She then went on to a career in which she seduced innocent travelers and sucked their blood.
Helen of Troy, wife of the king of Sparta, was kidnapped by a guy named Paris and this set off a war the likes of which the world had never seen. Forget about the kidnapping – it was all Helen’s fault, for she was said to have had a face that “launched a thousand ships” and caused many hundreds of men to die.
Not to be outdone in the great femme fatale stakes, Japanese folklore tells of a beautiful and almost transparent spirit named Yuki-onna who strikes terror in mere mortals because of her reputation for ruthlessness. She appears as a mountain snow woman wearing a pure white kimono who glides over the frosty ground on winter nights searching for unsuspecting victims. When she finds them she uses her breath to freeze or slowly suck the life force out of them. But what makes Yuki-onna especially dangerous is her reputation for moodiness. It seems sometimes she’s in a kind frame of mind and allows her would-be victims to live and sometimes she just doesn’t give a damn.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion


Extracting Revenge on Her Husband
by Killing Their Children
Elaborate black gown and black headdress with veil.
Layers of heavy exotic jewelry, including dangling earrings, necklaces, and crown.
(As worn by Medea, played by Maria Callas in “Medea.”)


The Bible  : A Veritable Bitches’ Brew
Yes, those were certainly glamorous gals who wreaked first-class destruction and ancient entertainment for the masses, but if one wants tabloid-style femme fatale lore of the juiciest variety, one need look no further than the Holy Bible for some of civilization’s most vicious hum-dingers. Here’s the lowdown:
Jezebel
Jezebel was an ancient queen of Israel who is said to have tyrannized her people—just because it was fun.
The truth is quite different. Israel in Jezebel’s day was a major fundamentalist hellhole and subject to the hysterical rantings of a particularly annoying prophet named Elijah. Elijah, killjoy that he was, stood on street corners with a signboard preaching the end of the world, as well as censorship of any and all pleasure. He took particular offense to Jezebel, who was very attractive and generally got Elijah thinking all kinds of inappropriate thoughts. We all know that when a man has naughty thoughts about a woman it’s her fault—she put them there and knew exactly what she was doing! And so Elijah took shots at Queen Jezebel by publicly deriding her as a harlot, hussy, tramp, slut, bitch, whore, and trollop. He pulled her up before Senate panels and even suggested she was in a secret lesbian relationship with the Secretary of Defense.
Most Israelites knew that Elijah was a nutbag and a fanatic, but they didn’t have the balls to confront him. See, it seems that Elijah had built a band of dumb but vocal followers and they were slowly gaining clout. It would have been politically expedient for Jezebel to make friends with Elijah, perhaps tone down her wardrobe and become the benefactress of a children’s charity. Perhaps she could fly to Africa on a humanitarian mission or even adopt a child. But that just wasn’t her style. No, Jezebel was going to fight fire with fire, and so she brought a few swarthy soldiers into her quarters for a secret meeting and conceived a plot to rid herself of the prophet.
What Jezebel didn’t know was that several of her servants were listening at the door and these servants were covert members of Elijah’s dumbass church. That night while Jezebel was getting ready for bed, her servants entered her quarters, grabbed her, and pitched her out the window. She fell several stories before landing in bloody heap in the street. Then she was eaten by dogs. Meanwhile, nary a hair on Elijah’s head was harmed. He eventually retired from public life, saying he needed to spend more time with his family, and escaped going before a congressional panel or being deposed by an independent counsel.
Jezebel went down in history as the bad guy and Elijah the good. See how it works?
Delilah
Delilah was a beautiful Philistine who dated a Jewish stud-muffin named Samson. Delilah liked the way Samson looked in a loincloth and the way he threw his javelin. What she did not like was his inexhaustible vanity about his hair. Samson, who was butch in every other respect, was the biggest priss about his long, dark hair—fluffing it in the mirror and cluttering up the bathroom with styling products, while also going to great pains to remove his chest and back hair. And Samson became absolutely insufferable when, examining his hair one day with a hand mirror, he spotted a bald patch on the top of his head. Samson then took to applying all sorts of smelly serums to his thinning pate while muttering about his tresses being the source of his strength. Delilah could see where this was heading: the dreaded long-hair-with-bald-crown combo so unappealing, so screaming of mid-life crisis, and yet so ubiquitous in the ancient holy lands.
Finally, Delilah could stand Samson’s mid-life crisis no longer and came up with a plan that would solve everything. While he was fast asleep, Delilah took a pair of scissors and crept into Samson’s bedroom. Throughout the night she labored to give him a chic, modern cut one that really suited him. Finally, Samson awoke and Delilah handed him a mirror, certain that he’d see what she saw: a handsome man who’d been done a great favor by his girl. But much to her surprise, Samson was so enraged he stood up and pulled the house down on top of them and everyone else in it. And that’s what a femme fatale gets for trying to do a good turn.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Scheming to Remove a Man’s Strength
Metallic, jeweled bikini top with midriff-baring jeweled skirt.
Numerous bracelets and a feather fan.
Important: A jeweled snood with a diadem hanging on forehead.
(As worn by Delilah, played by Hedy Lamarr in “Samson and Delilah.”)
Salome
Salome was a 1st Century princess, the daughter of a real climber who had married a king, the wealthy and powerful Herod. Salome was expected to attend her stepfather’s birthday party and give him a present. What does one give a man who has everything? She knew that many guests would try to curry favor by giving him golden chalices and jewel-studded chariots, but Salome wanted to be original.
Then it dawned on Salome that she could give King Herod something really unique. She’d been taking bellydance lessons at the Learning Annex for some time and her teacher told her she was pretty good. She told her mother her idea of giving Herod a birthday dance and Mum gave the thumbs up, so Salome put together a little routine involving veils (she happened to have seven in her drawer) and awaited the big party.
Herod’s birthday fete was roaring along nicely. Everyone drank wine and ate birthday cake and Herod opened his many presents. At long last it came time for Salome to deliver her special dance. She had the servants extinguish most of the torches so she was lit in the most dramatic way and she signaled for the flute players, harpists, and drummers to begin playing their slinky melody. And then Salome began spinning across the floor. She employed absolutely every cool move she’d learned in bellydance class: the figure-eights, the undulations, the shimmies. Unfortunately, one of her veils fell off as she hip-snapped her way toward Herod, but then she remembered something her teacher had said: “Make mistakes part of your performance.” And so Salome decided it would be a neat trick to remove every veil.
The performance was a colossal success, so much so that some of the women at the party glared at Salome with daggers in their eyes. But happiest of all was Herod.
“Good pagan gods!” he said. “That was the best present of all!”
At this point Herod had consumed quite a lot of booze, so what came next was a surprise to everyone.
“Salome,” he crowed, “As a thank you for your wonderful gift, I would like to give you a present. Anything you want! Up to half my kingdom.”
Delighted, Salome thought about the possibilities: robes, headdresses, chariots, condos, glamorous vacations in Babylon. She really thought hard but she had no idea what to ask for, so she went to her mother.
“Mumsy, what do you think I should ask for?”
Salome’s mother whispered in her ear and Salome’s face took on a look of surprise, but her mother said, “A promise is a promise.”
And King Herod was good to his word for when Salome asked for the head of John the Baptist on a plate, she got it.


Doing as the Romans Did
or, Simply, Doing the Romans
When it comes to Fatales, the Romans had a tale to tell.
Cleopatra
For years the mighty Romans had their cajones in a vice-grip by a girl who dared to take over the world. She used her feminine wiles like no other, rose to power, and attained international and historical fame—and all on the backs of the Roman men who fell victim to her charms.
Cleopatra was a seventeen year-old Greek girl who, after the death of her father, inherited a disaster of a country. Egypt had once been a kick-ass world power, gamely enslaving God’s chosen people in the process, but it had been slipping for years. Finally, it fell under the thumb of that swaggering upstart state: Rome.
Not only was the Egypt Cleopatra inherited plagued by famine and natural disasters, but Dad and his cohorts had made a mess of things by fostering countless political conflicts and screwing the economy. Worse yet, Cleopatra was expected to rule along with her twelve year-old brother and, to keep the royal bloodlines pure, marry him.
“Ew,” Cleopatra is reported to have said at her state-sanctioned wedding to her brother. “This is just gross!”
In the final insult, because Cleopatra was a chick, the plotting patriarchal courtiers of her day didn’t think she should rule at all, preferring for her little brother to play puppet ruler to their greedy machinations. They promptly Tweeted fake news about Cleopatra, seeing to it that she was booted off her own throne and forced to flee her own palace. Little brother, convinced that he really was “the decider,” immediately made a colossal mess of things with all manner of rotten judgment and spectacularly bad decisions. Worst among these bad moves was his single-handed shattering of Egypt’s relationship with Julius Caesar, the powerful Roman ruler who did not suffer fools.
Cleopatra got to thinking about the situation. She wasn’t in power—not officially, anyway. But when she thought about it, she did have power, a power more insidious than anything her dum-dum brother might have. And so Cleopatra did what any smart Fatale would do: She had herself rolled up in a rug that was then carried into the Roman palace and unfurled in Julius Caesar’s mighty presence. (Who can resist a good rug, especially one woven by prematurely-nearsighted children in some exotic foreign land?)
Cleopatra emerged, sexily tousled and nubile at twenty-one. Before her sat fifty year-old Caesar, craggily handsome (though a little out of shape). He was as delighted as if she’d brought him a pizza and showed him her thong.
A child ensued nine months later and, because he knew how to treat a mistress, Caesar decided his tantalizing new girlfriend should be queen, supreme ruler, and pharaoh of Egypt. Cleopatra was down with that plan. Then, in spite of her Greek heritage and in an effort to get in the swing of Egyptian culture, Cleopatra learned the Egyptian language and made Isis her patron goddess, even claiming to be Isis’ human reincarnation. Soon after, Cleopatra’s little brother conveniently drowned in the Nile.
Things went along swimmingly for quite some time, what with Caesar and Cleopatra feeding each other grapes and making pillow talk about their supreme domination of the Western world. But then in an electrifying turning point, Julius Caesar was assassinated by his own friends (“Et tu, Brutus?”).
With her man dead, Cleopatra’s rulership was in danger. She took stock. Since all of her brothers had died, she took it upon herself to have her remaining sister killed—just to simplify things. But then Marc Antony, one of the powerful Roman soldiers who was scrambling to take Julius Caesar’s place, demanded to see her.
At first it seemed just another boring political meeting on her calendar, an opportunity to make an alliance, but when Cleopatra got a load of Antony in his skirt and sandals the wheels of her mind and loins went a-spinnin’. The meeting of their, uh, minds was so hot that they went down as two of the greatest lovers in all of history. Children ensued and they were married in an Egyptian ceremony (in spite of the fact that Antony was already married to a Roman lady, a fact of which Anaïs Nin later made note).
When not in bed, Antony and Cleopatra put their heads together. They were quite certain they could rule the world. And why not? Is total global domination such a bad thing? What else does one put on her Christmas wish list? But Rome’s new Caesar, Octavian (who later became Augustus), was outraged by this upstart Antony and his girly cohort and sent his powerful Roman navy to bring them down. Octavian’s navy easily bested Antony’s and Cleopatra’s forces, crushing their dreams and putting them in mortal danger.
Antony’s bid for Roman rule ended when he did the honorable thing by falling on his sword and dying, appropriately, in Cleopatra’s arms. No doubt Cleopatra could have gone on to seduce Octavian, but even Fatales get tired of the old world domination game and sometimes opt to lay down the red lipstick. Yet there’s always that one last scene, the one that if performed well will leave ‘em breathless.
Cleopatra arranged one of the coolest dénouements in all of history. She had a basket of figs brought to her in her royal chambers where she lounged in one of her many filmy negligees. Cleo had requested that the basket of figs harbor a particularly poisonous snake, an asp, and as she picked through the figs she was bitten. Thus Cleopatra died in great style, bringing to a dramatic conclusion one of history’s most vampish reigns.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Plotting Total Global Domination
Nude from the waist up except for swirling metal snakes around each breast
(suspended from chains hanging from shoulders).
Thick jeweled belt over sheer skirt. Arm band on left bicep.
Headdress with coiled cobra rising above forehead
and ears shrouded in miniature pyramids.
Eyes and lips darkened.
Important: Hold dagger overhead.
(As worn by Cleopatra, played by Theda Bara in “Cleopatra.”)
Boudicca
When the all-powerful Romans decided to expand their territories by nabbing a nothing little island off the coast of Europe (one that was populated by a bunch of dirty hippie tribes who pushed around big stones and ran naked through the forests) they couldn’t have been less concerned. Conquering and enslaving dirty hippie tribes was their forté. Or at least it was until they met Boudicca (also called “Bo”), an Icenian queen who ran down the beaches of Britain in slow motion to Ravel’s “Boléro” with her red hair in lots of little braids.
Bo’s husband, King Prasutagus—who had been married previously to both Ursula Andress and Linda Evans—had ruled as an ally of Rome’s and had believed them when they said they would carry out his will. But when Prasutagus finally died and his will dictated that his kingdom be left to his wife and daughters, the Romans had a good laugh, promptly raped Prasutagus’ daughters, and made a point of publicly flogging Bo. Bo was not amused. And then the Romans reneged on the rest of their promises and led a campaign to conquer the entire island, which really got Bo’s Irish up. Bo had always been a peaceful sort, a real hippie girl who’d loved nothing more than gathering berries for her morning granola. But she reached deep within herself and found that treasured ability all women have to give up the granola and play hardball.
First thing on Bo’s to-do list was to gather the warring pagan tribes and persuade them to join forces under her leadership. Check. The second thing to do was perform a pagan incantation involving a bunny to figure out which direction to march. Check. The third thing was to destroy a Roman settlement and burn yet another to the ground. Check. In the end, Boudicca and her piddling army were responsible for the deaths of 70,000 to 80,000 people. Bo dusted off her hands. It was Miller time.
“Gosh, mass murder isn’t so bad,” she said.
Roman Emperor Nero was so alarmed that he considered withdrawing all of his mighty forces from the island and calling it a day, but a certain General Suetonius, pissed that a hippie chick had made the Romans look like chumps, gathered all of the forces of the Roman army to conquer Bo. Bo and her army gave it all they had, but in the end the Romans and their fancy technology got the best of Bo and she went down with her army.
Rumor has it that Bo was carried over the misty moors by fairies. They sang Stevie Nicks songs and lulled her into never-never land with the prophesy that one day another queen would kick ass—and would do so under an Anglicized version of Boudicca’s name. (That queen would be someone named Victoria.)
Messalina
Messalina was the wife of the Roman Emperor Claudius. Claudius just adored his little “Messie,” treating her wonderfully well and doing the appropriate thing by making her birthday a national holiday, erecting flattering statues of her and displaying them in public, and giving her the special privilege of sitting next to the Vestal Virgins at the theater.
Messalina, though, like many First Ladies, was an object of jealousy and mean gossip and she decided not to take her enemies’ blows lying down. She began to fight, sending representatives to speak for her on the Sunday morning political shows, vanquishing anyone she felt was a threat, and ordering many into exile.
Among those she sent away was the Roman historian Seneca. Seneca was the predominant media personality of his day, bending the truth while downing masses of illegally-acquired prescription medications, indulging in a secret gambling addiction, and sexually harassing his underlings. Also sent packing were a couple of Messalina’s nieces who had done what many relatives do and proved themselves worse than the cattiest of her catty friends. Last but not least, Messalina exiled a few lawyers, just for fun.
In spite of the pressures Messalina faced, she was able to compartmentalize and continue on with the important business of Rome. One of her most noble acts was to send someone to assassinate Nero. Now she certainly called that one correctly since the man went on to become one of Rome’s most notoriously lousy rulers, but no one listened to prescient Messalina and her plot to kill Nero was foiled.
Because of Messalina’s power and smarts, she then acquired the reputation that is de rigeur for any woman in her position: that of a nymphomaniac. No male equivalent exists. Men who like sex are healthy, virile winners. But not Messalina, and so the tabloid-style entertainment blogs of her day spun out some of the cutest stories. They said that Messalina was so voracious for anonymous sex that she went to work at a “massage parlor.” And while working at said massage parlor, she was said to have covered her dark hair with an “ash blonde” wig. (History is clear: The wig was not sunny blonde, strawberry blonde, or golden blonde with buttery highlights; no, it was ash blonde.) When Messalina heard these ridiculous rumors she could hardly help laughing, for when she wanted to have meaningless sex that was totally devoid of satisfaction she need merely crawl into bed with her husband, Emperor Claudius.
But then Messalina made a tactical error. Since the rumor mill was churning away, she wondered what harm it could do if she had a little fling, a teensy little affair with a certain Roman general, Gaius Silius. (They had made goo-goo eyes at one another on the occasion of several crucifixions.) And since hubby Claudius was so busy with state affairs and—as previously mentioned—not exactly a riot in the sack, she made an itty bitty flirtatious move in Gaius’ direction (that involved subtly showing him she wasn’t wearing any underwear). Soon after, Messalina and Gaius got drunk and then drove to Vegas where they were married in a drive-through wedding joint. It was just a silly lark, a joke that went too far, but it made Messalina a bigamist and when Claudius saw the evidence in the form of paparazzi photographs he had Messalina killed. Thus, history lost a great First Lady—and all because her husband couldn’t take a joke.


The (Un)Common(ly Bad) Era
For quite a long time things sucked for femmes, fatale and non-fatale alike. Of course most everyone during those long centuries was poor and illiterate, spending their short, painful lives rooting in the mud. It seems nearly all woman got burned at the stake, sacrificed in a bog, tortured on a rack, or—worse yet—sent to live in a convent. And the only respite from this routine was a “day of rest” during which one spent long hours cowering on one’s knees and begging forgiveness from an angry god.
To make matters worse, boys got really really mad at girls because the boys blamed the girls for screwing up the world. Not that boys had been nice to girls before, but their anger seemed to reach a fever pitch during these spectacularly bad old days. Males sometimes thought of females as devil’s tools, succubae who sucked the life out of men and drove them crazy. This could have lead to loads of fun had the men not started an organized campaign to get all females in line and under control, and to make them pay. Then things started really sucking, but good. All fronts—political, religious, social—seemed to join in a single effort to take all the pleasure out of life and a Fatale had to be at her wily, cagiest best to get around it.
The following are true All-Stars of Fatalism, for in spite of the vast conspiracy to make their lives a livin’ hell, these brave ladies stayed in the ring and kept swinging.
Morgan le Fay
Morgan was the half-sister of King Arthur back when the isle of England was full of unicorns and dragons. Morgan thought brother Artie was doing a crap job of running the kingdom. For one thing, she questioned his Round Table, full as it was of advisors who had invested in war-profiteering companies of the day. No wonder the Knights of the Round Table were always beating the war drums to go after this dragon and that. No wonder Arthur was always claiming the need to fight here, fight there, and fight everywhere. And no wonder unicorns, fairies, elves, sprites, and dragons can no longer be found on the British Isles. Yes, it was prescient sister Morgan who saw the handwriting on the wall.
Morgan was also not a fan of King Arthur’s girlfriend Guinevere as she was privy to the fact that Guinevere was having an affair with a knight named Lancelot. Morgan didn’t care that they hadn’t “gone all the way” and that it had been a text message flirtation. When Morgan tried to expose Guinevere’s disloyalty, Guinevere had Morgan sent from King Arthur’s court.
So Morgan took an extension course and became a first rate sorceress magician, brewing spells and uttering incantations. (Back in those days the national health care system relied almost wholly on uncertified sorceresses and she did her part.) But Morgan did what many Fatales do and kept her powers on the DL, for it was not glory she sought.
In the end Morgan allowed her brother Arthur to keep his good reputation, but she used her magic powers to direct events so that England became a first rate world power. She saw to it that the English royal line was ruled by badass queens—at least three really good ones, ones that lived a long time and showed the world whom was boss.
Lady Macbeth
Lady Macbeth was originally the very real Gruoch ingen Boite, queen consort of Scotland and granddaughter of Kenneth III. She changed her name to Lady Macbeth when the Shakespearean publicity department needed to spiff up her image. The first thing to go was the name “Gruoch”—that and the blue paint on her face.
Lady Macbeth was the wife of Macbeth, a general in the Scottish King Duncan’s army. One night the Macbeths had Duncan over for dinner. Lady Macbeth wasn’t impressed. For one thing, Duncan monologued in the most boring fashion. For another he had abysmal table manners. For another thing he didn’t even compliment her shortbread. And that was the final straw. Lady Macbeth didn’t see why he should be king and not her hubby.
Lady M. got to thinking. Would it be so hard to seize power by killing Duncan and leaving someone else holding the bag? Would it be so difficult to just slide husband Macbeth into that throne? Then she could order new china and host fancy state dinners and have designer gowns made to her specifications—all the while directing her husband from the sidelines.
And so Lady Macbeth talked her husband into killing King Duncan. (When Macbeth tried to balk she used that tried-and-true method of questioning his masculinity, which worked like a charm.) The ambitious couple left bloody knives in the rooms of Duncan’s sleeping servants and thanked their lucky stars there was no DNA testing in those days. Shortly thereafter, Macbeth was crowned king and Lady Macbeth became queen.
Soon, dead people were turning up around the castle and Lady Macbeth perfected the faux faint. All could have been rosy, but Lady M. made the mistake of letting her guard slip by “feeling bad” and being overcome with guilt and finally committing suicide. Let this be a lesson to us all. We must be forever on guard against that most unholy and unnecessary of enemies: remorse for killing one’s husband’s boss.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Scheming to Have Her Husband’s Boss Killed
Long pale blue gown with indescribably dramatic sleeves.
Celtic trim along sleeve edges and neckline.
Tight underblouse of white with laced wrists. Gold wedding band.
Extra points: Long red hair.
(As worn by Lady Macbeth, played by Francesca Annis in “Macbeth.”)
Lucrezia Borgia
Lucrezia was a true moll, a real mafiosa girl, but in her case crime was a family affair the likes of which the Corleones or the Sopranos would never see.
Lucrezia began as the pretty daughter of man who became pope (which would be weird, to say the least). Her father and brothers realized they had a goldmine in “Lucky,” as they called her, and arranged her numerous marriages to powerful men—all so the family could advance their position in the great Italian Monopoly game for power. Lucrezia had gigantic, ostentatious weddings rife with scandal (to dwarf anything a Trump might have had with any Slavic model). And somehow, because of her secured legal position as the one to inherit her husband’s vast holdings, Lucrezia’s husbands were always conveniently executed for this and that, which opened the way for new husbands. (Note to Melania: Hint hint.)
Lucrezia was forever having to stay in convents while she had babies between marriages. And somehow her marriages always seemed to be annulled and her engagements always seemed to be canceled, making the way for other lovers who would spawn new pregnancies—and then she’d be sent off to the convent once again. In short, Lucrezia had her naughty fun without any of the repercussions that would’ve befallen a girl whose dad wasn’t pope.
Finally Lucrezia retired from the game, content in knowing that she and her family had cut a wide swath through the heart of the Renaissance. Her family had risen about as far as a clan could and had dominated the scene as much as could be hoped. And in her retirement “Lucky” enjoyed the fruits of her labors, living in an ostentatious McMansion, getting Botoxed regularly, and forever meddling in the lives of her many illegitimate children.
Elizabeth Bathory
The truth about Elizabeth Bathory is that she was a late 16th and early 17th century Hungarian countess who was educated, cultured, and spoke four languages. At age fifteen she married into a powerful family and her husband Ferenc gave her a rad castle that was surrounded by picaresque landscaping and villages. When Ferenc went off to lead the Hungarian army in a war against the Turks, Elizabeth was left to take care of the castle and the surrounding estates, as well as the peasants who lived in them.
Elizabeth is believed to have helped the peasant women of her area by employing them, teaching them etiquette, and taking them in when their husbands were killed in the war or they were impolitely raped by Turks. But when Elizabeth’s own husband was killed and other powerful Hungarian families wanted her cool castle, the horseshit hit the proverbial fan.
What better way to take over a lady’s castle than to spread a few vicious rumors about her? And who else should spread those rumors but a religious leader in cahoots with the rising powers? Before she knew it, Elizabeth was labeled not only a lesbian murderess who tortured hundreds of young girls, supposedly bathing in their blood and being brought to orgasm by their slaughter, but the most notorious serial killer ever and the originator of the vampire myth. Elizabeth so terrified people that she wasn’t given a trial, nor was she executed. Instead, the powers that were merely bricked her into her own home and waited for her to die.
Hester Prynne
Puritan New England was an absolute bummer of a place filled with the usual sanctimonious religious hypocrites, much like some of our modern towns today. Hester Prynne was the prettiest and nicest woman in the area, but her husband was away on business in another city and she hadn’t seen him for some time. Is it any wonder that with her husband absent the town’s beloved and handsome minister Dimmesdale found space in his busy schedule to visit Hester? Is it a surprise that he took the time to come to her home to offer male guidance, support, and spiritual solace as well? And is it any wonder, since God had created in Hester such loveliness and in Dimmesdale such an appreciation for her loveliness, that they would find themselves doing the old hokey-pokey and the rumpy-pumpy, taking pony rides and making whoopee?
Some months later Hester developed an obvious baby bump, yet townspeople knew that her husband hadn’t been for a visit in a long long while. The cognitive wheels turned and the whispering began. The whole town was enflamed with indignation. Had someone had fun when they had not? A few months later Hester gave birth to a baby and the outrage reached a fever pitch. Everyone knew yummy mummy Hester Prynne had committed adultery, and yet she belligerently refused to name the father, even when the church elders threatened to have her hung. Instead, Hester took the public shaming alone, even wearing the red letter “A” (for adultery) attached to her dress.
Hester took pity on the poor townspeople. They were a sorry lot, for she knew that those who don’t have much pleasure in their lives tend to obsess about other people’s imagined pleasures. She thought it amusing that women who have sex are whores while men who have sex are victims of those whores. She sighed and didn’t let a little red letter affect how she felt about herself. In fact, she came to see that letter as a badge of strength against the forces of idiocy.


Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Luring a Man of God Into Sin
Gray small-waisted frock with laced, flattening, corset-type bodice,
stripes at hem, pale gray apron, and white underblouse.
Hair must be skimmed into tight bun on crown of head
with long tendrils hanging beside the ears.
(As worn by Hester Prynne, played by Demi Moore
in “The Scarlet Letter.”)


The Nineteenth Century to the Rescue
Thankfully, like a tulip bulb awakened from a long sleep in the frozen ground, the femme fatale blossomed again in all her vivid glory, dominating 19th century literature and art in spite of—or perhaps because of—the repressive Victorian era. When people put cloth pantaloons on table legs so they won’t feel lustful toward their furniture, the femme fatale knows she’s in heaven. And though all those dreadful centuries she had gone a bit underground while the world had burned her and cut off her head and drowned her and shamed her and made her wear red letters proclaiming her sin … well, she was merely biding her time.
Of course 19th century society still tried to keep the femme fatale down, what with constricting corsets in the West and foot-binding in the East, the dogged insistence she not get an education or seek a job or enjoy political rights or own property. And the continual drone that it was her sex that had snubbed God and brought about mankind’s fundamental problems never ceased. But what seems an insurmountable obstacle to the average person is nothing more than a delightful challenge for the Fatale.
Male artists of this era did their level best to portray her as powerfully evil and tricky, perhaps in an effort to halt the spread of the concept of women’s rights, but in the end they only made her that much more appealing. Painters Edvard Munch, William-Adolphe Bouguereau, Lawrence Alma-Tadema, Gustave Klimt, and the writer Oscar Wilde did her bidding, portraying her as an extremely attractive and terribly powerful—albeit bad—woman, whether entrancing nymph, otherworldly spirit, spooky she-devil, or even seductive bellydancer.
And then the painter John Singer Sargent scandalized all of polite society in 1884 with a portrait he entitled “Madame X.” Sargent’s muse and model for this work was a lady named Madame Gautreau who enjoyed being the first to wear the latest fashions. What earth-shattering, sky-splitting design did Ms. Gautreau see fit to wear for her portrait sitting with Sargent? A pearl necklace and a smile? A new hair-do and a splash of cologne? No, the lady in question wore a (wait for it) strapless
gown. Salacious, suggestive, scandalous … This portrait, which exposed Ms. Gautreau’s milky-white shoulders, completely destroyed her reputation. (A few decades later “Madame X” was considered a sensation. And less than sixty years later schoolgirls everywhere would be wearing strapless dresses to any old prom to which they could finagle invitations.)
Adding a good dousing of gasoline to the fire that was Fatalism, Philip Burne-Jones’ 1897 painting “The Vampire” showcased a beautiful woman in a filmy nightdress hovering gleefully over a man who, for all intents and purposes, appears to be dead. Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula came out the same year, solidifying the public’s fear that there exist beings who suck the life force out of the hapless. Both works created a fashion for the female vampire and shortly thereafter the word “vamp,” a shortened form of “vampire,” entered the lexicon.
It was nothing less than a fabulous century for Fatales, one populated by both real and fictional characters who brought new meaning to the ancient archetype. Here are some of the best and brightest:
Scarlett O’Hara
The protagonist of Martha Mitchell’s famed novel Gone with the Wind was the femme fatale extraordinaire of the United States Civil War era, a Georgian belle who single-mindedly sought to save her plantation home while flying in the face of Atlanta’s social conventions. She wasn’t above stealing her sister’s fiancé, dancing at grand balls when she should’ve been in mourning for her dead husband, and refusing sex to Clark Gable.
In short, Katie Scarlett didn’t sit in the glow of a bay window crocheting doilies while the Union stole her way of life. Being cinched into her corset by a slave was her God-given right. And though she may have looked like a China doll, she wasn’t too delicate to pick through the dead bodies of her Southern countrymen, dig in the dirt for food, or yank down a whole window treatment so as to turn it into a regal frock. But when Clark Gable dumped her at the end of the movie saying he didn’t give a damn what she did, Scarlett O’Hara was secretly thrilled. In truth she had her eye on another guy, one even more handsome and suave and sexy than Clark, and her sly plan to get him out of the way had worked beautifully.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Whooping it Up While in Mourning for Her Husband
Long black dress with humongous hoop skirt, minuscule waist, long,
tight sleeves, and tight bodice. Black veil.
Extra points: Dance wildly before stunned on-lookers.
(As worn by Scarlett O’Hara, played by Vivien Leigh in “Gone with the Wind.”)
Sarah Bernhardt
The illegitimate French girl who worked as a high-class prostitute until she could become the most successful dramatic performer of her day took acting so seriously that she slept in a coffin for the purpose of more fully understanding the tragic characters she played. And in response, what did society dub her? As “divine”—which shows that as long as one didn’t wear a strapless dress in late 19th century Paris, one could get up to all manner of extreme behavior.
Sarah Bernhardt was a veritable queen of creativity. She painted, sculpted, modeled, wrote books and plays, and married the requisite morphine addict. It seems that nothing could stop her, not even having her leg amputated. She is still known as the most famous actress of all time, but when they gave her the big, glittering “Most Famous Actress of All Time” award, did she get touchingly tearful, thank everyone for liking her, and thank God for his divine assistance in seeing to it that—in lieu of attending to starving masses in third world countries—her career went well and an award was sent her way? Hell no. Here are Bernhardt’s exact words: “Me pray? Never! I’m an atheist.”
Lillie Langtry
Pretty, blue-eyed Miss Lillie was the daughter of a church rector on the Isle of Jersey, an isolated little place just off the coast of England. Her prospects were few, but she married one Mr. Langtry and used him as a springboard to cast herself into the lavish world of London society. Because Lillie did not have the funds for the extravagant wardrobe normally required of high society ladies, she repeatedly wore a simple black dress (really, one of the first LBDs). The look was so new, so not done, that she began to attract attention. Soon she was invited to act on the stage and was dubbed “The Jersey Lily,” a position she didn’t fail to exploit.
Prince Albert, Queen Victoria’s son and the first in line for the throne, noticed sweet, simple, demure Mrs. Langtry and soon they were having a roaring affair. This brought Lillie the adulation of being known as the Prince’s semi-official mistress. Lillie made fast work of the situation, getting ahold of Bertie’s credit card and snapping up a load of bitchin’ clothes. Soon the prince set her up in a killer crib, spent loads of time with her (while leaving his wife and children to languish in their castle), and showed Lillie as good a time as a girl could have. (Who the hell knows where Mr. Langtry was?)
But all things must pass. One day Prince Albert is said to have told Lillie, “I’ve spent enough on you to sink a battleship.”
Lillie, guiltless, volleyed: “And you’ve spent enough in me to float one.”
Thankfully, the relationship petered out. Having conquered and set herself up for life, Lillie Langtry had a grand old time traveling the world, giving glamorous appearances, and giving birth to the requisite illegitimate child. In later life, while commiserating with a friend whose husband had died, she wrote, “I too have lost a husband, but alas! it was no great loss.”


She’s a Twentieth Century Fox
The century that began by idealizing the blossoming virgin with her cameo-ready face and her unassailable purity saw fit to counterpose her with her shadow: the mysterious, vixen-y exotic who reveled in her sexual experience and power over men. These two gladiators of society were pitted against one another from the first, but there were insidious elements now at work in favor of the femme fatale.
For one, World War I came along and, because munitions factories needed steel for the purpose of killing people, women were forced to give up using it in their corsets (which, they had been told in previous centuries, were necessary to hold their weak spines upright). As a result, women suddenly faced the world free as birds with their spines flopping about their new Poiret and Fortuny gowns. Another cute notion now in play was that fashion dictated every schoolgirl worth her salt give spying and/or striptease a whirl. But the real force, the dynamite that got the logjam of Fatalism moving again, was the advent of the motion picture.
It didn’t take long for the femme fatale to dig her claws into the celluloid of the movies. “Les Vampires,” one of the very first great femme fatale flicks, starred Musidora as treacherous vampire Irma Vep in 1915, but it was Theda Bara who really made the femme fatale a cornerstone of Hollywood entertainment. Here are the titles of some of her films: “The Stain,” “Siren from Hell,” “A Fool There Was,” “The Devil’s Daughter,” “Sin,” “Destruction,” “The Eternal Sappho,” “Her Double Life,” “The Tiger Woman,” “When a Woman Sins,” and “The Forbidden Path.” Which is more intriguing: “Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm” or “Siren from Hell”? All hail Ms. Bara, the girl who lit the torch for the 20th century Fatale.
The Vamps
The concept of the “vamp” (the woman who preyed on hapless men, sucking the life force out of them and rendering them mere husks of their former selves) became popular in the Twenties when ladies brought Fatalism to the screen in the guise of morality tales condemning evil and sin. But instead of curbing sin, film ended up advertising it as the best thing ever.
It was one thing that women finally won the right to vote in the U.S. in 1920. Soon after, long hair (which had always been a woman’s pride and glory) was lopped off. What could this mean—women tossing away their pride and glory like so much dross? Then (just like the prostitutes) women started smoking, shortened their skirts, and wore make-up, even going so far as to apply it in public. These “fast” women soon lured Western culture—not to mention quite a lot of Eastern culture—into taking a quick ride in a hand basket to sultry place called Hell.
Vampish actresses such as Nazimova, Nita Naldi, Evelyn Brent, and even gamine Louise Brooks reigned supreme in society’s collective unconscious. Garbo was cast to play “bad vimin” in films such as “The Temptress,” while superlative “dragon ladies” such as Anna May Wong, the American-born daughter of a Chinese laundry-owner, slunk her way around the silents. (By the way, Wong’s family never forgave her for shaming them by working in “pictures.”)
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Convincing a Man Who Wishes to Kill Her to Turn His Gun on Himself
Simple white gown in supple fabric
with deep V-neckline and long sleeves.
(As worn by Lulu, played by Louise Brooks in “Pandora’s Box.”)
The Dirty Thirties
The Thirties were the Golden Age of Hollywood when the naughty pixies and twisted exotics of the previous decade grew up and became sophisticated, perversely decadent women. No less than Marlene Dietrich ruled the kingdom with an iron compact, while Tallulah Bankhead, Mae West, Hedy Lamarr, Garbo (in “Mata Hari”), Joan Crawford (primarily in “The Women”), and Bette Davis (especially in “Of Human Bondage” and “Jezebel”) all served as soldiers in the femme fatale army.
But it was real life siren Wallis Simpson who really capped off the decade. She was the married and rather average-looking American woman in her thirties to whom England’s most eligible bachelor, Prince Edward VIII, fell so in love he abdicated his royal throne. It was a deliciously perverse twist on the Cinderella and Prince Charming tale, one in which the lucky lady pulled her man right off his pedestal.
The prince’s parents, the King and Queen of England, had been gunning for their wayward boy (who was in his thirties and still unmarried) to get on with it and choose an appropriate girl—namely, an English virgin of aristocratic background—and start churning out royal babies, or at least an heir and a “spare.” Instead, Edward saw fit to party every night, taking particular enjoyment in the company of married ladies. One night he met Mrs. Wallis Simpson and the penny dropped. (Wallis was rumored to have entranced the Prince of Wales with secret love techniques she had learned while living in China. What else does a woman do while living in the Orient but learn secret love techniques?)
The truth may have been that Wallis was in fact not maneuvering for marriage with the King-to-be but was simply enjoying a little fun, only to be blind-sided by the Prince’s intractable ardor. Instead of Oriental love techniques, she most likely provided him with the mothering he’d never received from the icy-cold queen. Whatever the case, Wallis’ effect on Edward was such that, when informed that he simply could not marry a divorced American woman and go on to become king, Edward called the British establishment’s bluff and said “thanks, but no thanks” to the job for which he’d been trained since birth. And by inadvertently causing Prince Edward to give up his throne, Wallis Simpson threw the British monarchy into a crisis the likes of which it hadn’t seen for centuries, thereby incurring the wrath of an entire country. Bloody good show, Wally! England never forgave her. Thus, a middle-aged, divorced American lady became one of history’s most powerfully mysterious Fatales, making the way for another femme (Prince Edward’s niece Elizabeth) to become queen within a couple decades.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Stealing a King from His Country
Bias-cut silk crepe dress in sapphire blue with high neck and heart-shaped
seam below the bust. Matching blue “halo” hat,
Art Deco clips of sapphires and diamonds at the neckline,
buckle bracelet and diamond chain with crosses bracelet.
Pale blue suede shoes.
(As worn by Wallis Simpson on the occasion
of her marriage to the former King Edward the VIII.)
The 1940s: All Noir All the Time
The 1940s were another bright Halcyon period for the femme fatale and this decade’s bad ladies were an especially deadly lot. Instead of being swathed in feathers, furs, jewels, and otherworldly lighting the way the 1930s’ seductresses had been, the Fatales of the 1940s appeared to be real and normal girls-next-door who were approachable and available. Just like in the Garden of Eden, these women had no trouble duping and outwitting men, metamorphosing before their eyes from cozy helpmates and benign sidekicks into beings dangerous and deadly. Hitler and Mussolini and Stalin and Hirohito may have been evil dictators, but Hollywood saw fit to direct the world’s attention to a far greater evil: the female sex. Their playground was the bleak, shadowy urban environ of a society corrupted by greed and violence. Their essential message: “Baby, you are so screwed, you are a hair’s breadth away from total moral defeat.” And so while World War II raged and thousands of wholesome young men sacrificed their lives for their countries, the mice were playing.
Patrician Mary Astor effectively cornered the bad girl market by disguising herself, at least temporarily, as a distraught lady in search of her sister in “The Maltese Falcon,” while the usually wholesome Barbara Stanwyck rocked “Double Indemnity” as the deliciously duplicitous Phyllis Dietrichson. Joan Crawford and Bette Davis held down the femme fatale fort, while Jane Greer really kept the fires of Fatalism burning—even going so far as to dump Robert Mitchum in her role as sly Kathie in “Out of the Past.” Jean Gillie was perfectly duplicitous in “Decoy” while Yvonne De Carlo slunk around in a disillusioned noir funk in “Criss Cross.” And Ann Savage made Tom Neal’s life an absolute livin’ hell in “Detour.”
But it was Lana, Rita, Ava, and Veronica (plus any other woman whose name ended in a soft letter “a”) who dominated the 1940s, showing as little mercy as possible for the sad dupes who crossed their paths because they had shown so little mercy for her. Take Lana Turner’s Cora from “The Postman Always Rings Twice.” Dear, blonde, baby-voiced Cora is a serious platinum dish, but she’s married to a schlubby old guy who has her doing dishes in his roadside diner. Cora knows she’s destined for bigger and better things. Does she have any other choice but to have the diner’s hot new fix-it man off her husband?
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Feeling Disillusioned with Her Life While Washing
Dishes in Her Husband’s Roadside Diner
White shirtdress, apron, white turban.
(As worn by Cora, played by Lana Turner
in “The Postman Always Rings Twice.”)
Atomic Winter in Bombshell’s Clothing
The 1950s (a period when the world was trying to get back to the business of making babies) were not the Fatale’s finest hour. Women were safe, suburban, innocent as children, their power and sexuality reduced to a joke—in short, probably what God had in mind when He created Eve. Popular culture managed to eclipse the Fatale with feather-light infant-women as evidenced by the ideals of one the decade’s new magazines, Playboy: harmlessly sexy little girls next door who were guileless, playful, unthreatening, and born to please. To protect herself the femme fatale went underground, appearing in disguise (if she appeared at all). But in the end it was like the moon eclipsing the sun. The Fatale was only resting, gearing up for another romp over the hearts of good people everywhere.
Bombshell Marilyn Monroe had her moment in the guise of “Niagara’s” Rose Loomis, a character who revealed Marilyn’s true Fatale potential. Instead of the breathy baby voice for which she became famous, Marilyn’s Rose spoke in low, knowing tones. Instead of the childish naiveté associated with her image, Marilyn’s Rose displayed cunning. Instead of catering to men, Marilyn saw to it that Rose’s dealings with the opposite sex were refreshingly mean and selfish. One can’t help but think that the rosy visage for which Marilyn Monroe is known was perhaps a disguise, that the girl was actually a spy sent from Fatale HQ into the battlefield that was the 1950s.
Another notable exception to the rule of the ’50s was that of Mamie Van Doren, a big serving of platinum hot stuff who, as Gwen, tried to seduce her nephew in “High School Confidential!” and who, as Mamie, went on to write memoirs entitled My Naughty, Naughty Life, I Swing, and My Wild Love Experiences. One of the best stories about Ms. Van Doren, one that proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that the girl was a true Fatale sister, is that during a fight she drew blood (appropriately, her husband’s) by stabbing him in the head with her stiletto heel. Brava!
But though the nearly-barren wilderness of this decade was otherwise almost bereft of great Fatales, from it emerged a brief period of femme fatale domination.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Appearing to Help Investigate the Strange
Disappearance of Her Husband
Short tomato red jacket with one button, wide lapels,
and wide three-quarter sleeves. White under-blouse. Black pencil skirt.
Black strappy shoes with ankle straps.
Small white purse. No jewelry.
Extra points: A false air of worry.
(As worn by Rose Loomis, played by Marilyn Monroe in “Niagara.”)
She’s a Mad Mad Mad Mad Girl
What better way to kick off the ’60s than for a broad to bring down an entire motion picture studio with her adulterous high living? Welcome to the wonderful world of Elizabeth Taylor’s “Cleopatra” for which La Liz demanded no less than one million cool ones. She also dumped the husband who had dumped cute little Debbie Reynolds for her, hooked up with a married man (in the form of co-star Richard Burton), drank like a fish, ate Italy out of fettuccine, had life-threatening illnesses, and allegedly made glamorous suicide attempts … and all the while creating one of the most extravagant femme fatale epics of all time. In short, Miss Taylor’s behavior single-handedly made up for the barren years that preceded the filming of “Cleopatra.”
At the same time, Marilyn Monroe was doing her level best to destroy the very same studio by showing up late to work (if she showed up at all), refusing to obey direct orders from the studio heads, having affairs with politicians, singing to the aforementioned politicians in front of their wives and the public while wearing a nearly-transparent dress, dilly-dallying around with mafia types (even cheekily naming her dog “Maf”), and generally showing the powers that be who was boss. They tried firing her but—checkmate!—she went public with her sad story and won everybody’s sympathy. Finally the Hollywood boys swallowed their pride, tucked their tails between their legs, and rehired her. And what did their troublesome little goldmine do? She died. One can almost hear her laughing all the way to femme fatale heaven: “Hasta la vista, suckers!”
Yes, the 1960s brought the Fatale back with a vengeance and she was in a mood for sport. Honey Ryder, Ursula Andress’ athletic Bond woman, tucked a knife into her bikini bottom when snorkeling in “Dr. No.” (She was counterpart and foil to the misogynist homme fatale James Bond, a rogue or “fatal man.”) The cat women of “Batman”—both Eartha Kitt and Julie Newmar—revealed an exciting new cross-species hybrid: the “feline fatale.” Angie Dickinson spent an early incarnation as a complex gun moll who two-timed Ronald Reagan in a re-make of “The Killers.” Finally, Mrs. Robinson totally corrupted her friends’ college graduate son (who was half her age and barely out of short pants). Why? Because she was bored.
But the ’60s were also a time of struggle for Fatales when men upped the ante by playing a game that was a stroke of genius. In the guise of “liberation,” the “sexual revolution” constituted a terrific ruse for really icky men to claim the right to make “free” love with naive women, saying that if the women didn’t cooperate they were “repressed.” The actualized femme fatale knew the secret passwords: “Baby, it ain’t that I’m repressed. It’s that I don’t find you in the slightest bit appealing and if you try to touch me I’ll karate kick your head clean off your shoulders.” Unfortunately, not all women knew the passwords and a rough patch ensued when otherwise intelligent females did such daft things as throwing out their lipstick, wearing granny dresses, and hitting the road in run-down VW buses that had macrame potholders hanging off the rear-view mirrors. In short, the decade that had started with a bang ended in a kind of mini-Dark Age, but once the Fatale took off the granny dress and found her old eyeliner, she was back in business.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Spying a Mark at a Party
Sparkly, sleeveless animal print dress over which flows a layer of long-sleeved chiffon.
Undergarments should consist of leopard
print bra and half-slip. Black pumps. Black fur coat.
Hair is in a large up-do involving a “fall” on the back of the head while natural hair has been dramatically streaked.
Jeweled earrings. Pale lipstick and dramatic eyeliner.
A tan with strategic tan-lines.
(As worn by Mrs. Robinson, played by Anne Bancroft in The Graduate.”)
Man-Eating Made Complicated
The late ’60s and 1970s were marked by a gigantic explosion of anger evidenced by a slew of parades and protests across our great land. Parades and protests are not the Fatale Way, for revenge is a dish best served cold—and perhaps with the help of a. .38 or an ice pick. Fatale-style comeuppance rarely marches down the street holding a signboard announcing its deepest wishes. Did Cleopatra have an encounter session during which she tearfully shared with her sisters her desire for world domination? Did she have a sit-down protest in the street? Did Cleopatra form an organization or start a magazine to publicize how mean men are? Hell no. When Cleopatra wanted something she did it, taking the most direct and effective path. If other girls were waiting for the patriarchal powers of the ancient Mediterranean to acknowledge and legislate their rights and essential value, that was their goddamn problem. Cleopatra knew her rights and value and didn’t wait for the world’s approbation.
This is where things got tricky for the Seventies Fatale, because feminists (then called “women’s libbers”) seemed confused as to whether they should embrace the femme fatale or repudiate her. They even went so far as to say the femme fatale was a male creation (imagine!) and condemned the use of such Fatale staples as hair bleach and slinky dresses as symbols of a woman’s subjection to the patriarchy. The femme fatale would’ve cried tears in her heart, but she’d learned long before that the motives of women are just as questionable as those of any man. In the end, the 1970s were littered with a rag-tag crew of confused females, scattered here and there with a few delightfully ball-busting bitches.
Thank the pagan gods for Faye Dunaway, whose wonderfully cold Diana Christensen reminded the world what it is to be a man-eater in the film “Network.” First, it doesn’t hurt to be a mean boss lady, in Diana’s case in the powerful television news world. Second, having an illicit affair with her (married) male co-worker is one of those things that makes the world go ‘round. Third, a rad wardrobe doesn’t hurt one bit. Finally, cheering a man (in Faye’s case, the station’s own news anchor) to his public death (she had come up with the genius idea that he be “assassinated” on live television) can really seal a girl’s place in the Fatale sweepstakes. Watching civilization crumble before her eyes appeared to bring Diana Christensen to an almost orgasmic state, which is why she was one of the best things about the Seventies.
Another gladiator of Fatalism was Pam Grier, who emerged from the mess that was the 20th century’s eighth decade like an African-American Venus arising from the sea. Beautiful badass Pam ruled in revenge pictures such as “Coffy” and “Foxy Brown,” putting any nitwit who crossed her path in mortal danger as she indulged in a little femme fatale street justice.
And then came the emergence of the bad girl rock’n’rollers. Anita Pallenberg (who had unleashed her deep German accent in “Barbarella” when she ruled as the Black Queen) was said to be more than a little interested in the occult. Using her Fatale magic she easily penetrated that boy’s club to end all boy’s clubs: The Rolling Stones. Soon the dear girl had men dropping dead all around her from drug overdoses, drownings, and Russian roulette sessions. And Anita wasn’t once seen holding a signboard announcing her right to do so.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Witnessing Her Lover Being Fired So That She Can Have His Job
Slim brown skirt with pleats, big brown belt, brown and white striped
blouse with big cuffs, simple gold necklace.
(As worn by Diana Christensen, played by Faye Dunaway in “Network.”)
The Aqua Net Years (Otherwise Known as “The Eighties”)
Fortunately, every Fatale’s right to deplete a chunk of the ozone by spraying her hair into a huge mass of sticky waves was restored in the 1980s—a decade that brought back toxic cosmetics, shoulder pads, and vampire chic. This was the moment of epiphany when the Margaret Thatchers of the world finally realized that to permeate the male sphere one needed a bouffant blonde hairstyle and an agenda.
Catherine Deneuve’s coolly chic turn as a blood-thirsty vampire in “The Hunger” kicked off the decade in style and re-established the true nature of things: it’s a jungle out there. Theresa Russell took the torch and effectively slithered from one rich man to the next in “Black Widow,” quietly absconding with their wealth the way a good Fatale should. Ellen Barkin and Michelle Pfieffer got involved with cops and criminals in “Sea of Love” and “Scarface.” (Cops and criminals … One and the same, right?) And Kathleen Turner sizzled seamlessly in “Body Heat,” thrilling bad girls everywhere by getting her boyfriend to off her husband and then leaving said boyfriend holding the bag.
British Joan Collins’ delectable Alexis dominated television in the camp masterpiece “Dynasty.” Pitted against good girl Krystle in repeated pillow and pond fights, Alexis merely wanted her due from ex-husband Blake Carrington. Showing up at his big court trial to throw a spanner in the works wasn’t enough. No, Alexis was going to make that man pay—and she was going to look damn good doing it.
During the Eighties, the Fatales of Rock really got a toehold. Joan Jett dyed her hair hell-black and sang of preying on seventeen year-olds in “I Love Rock’n’Roll.” Debbie Harry bleached her hair wipe out-white and stalked her mark in “One Way or Another.” Tiny Pat Benatar used her gigantic voice to challenge her bad boyfriend to “Hit [Her] With [His] Best Shot” (the implication being that if he did so, she’s perforate him with every bullet in her gun belt). And Fatales everywhere called for a moment of respectful silence when X’s Exene Cervenka, the Lily Munster-lookalike queen of Los Angeles’ punk rock scene, sang: “I am the married kind / the kind that says ‘I do’ / forever searching for someone new.”
But one of the best examples of Eighties Fatalism was that of a young woman who barged her way into what had been the boy’s club of British punk and whipped some skinny punk ass. Siouxsie Sioux, singer in the British band Siouxsie And The Banshees, suffered no fools and had no truck with idiots, though she never communicated a need to ape men. With her silent film star eye make-up and exotic costumes she dripped gothic glamour. Siouxsie was nothing less than the punk Dietrich.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Appearing as a Surprise Witness for the Prosecution
Against Her Ex-Husband
Cream blazer suit with black panels along the sides and a black collar.
Cream slingbacks and cream envelope purse.
Piece de resistance: A huge cream picture hat
with black veil and large dark sunglasses.
(As worn by Alexis Carrington Colby,
played by Joan Collins in “Dynasty.”)
The 1990s: Grrrrrls
The post-feminist we-are-the-world ’90s was a period when ladies tried to sidle up to Fatalism by displaying their bras in public. Another dubious sight was that of grown women screaming into microphones while smeared in red lipstick and clad in torn baby doll dresses. In short, much of the decade seemed like an ill-conceived art performance piece. The femme fatale crossed her arms and rolled her eyes heavenward, but there were a few moments that made the Nineties bearable.
In the film “Basic Instinct,” Sharon Stone’s Catherine Tramell behaved like a sort of latter-day Meursault (the protagonist in Camus’ classic existential novel, The Stranger). Cat-walking over every accepted standard of behavior, thwarting all authority, laughing at the status quo, showing her nether regions the way some people might show that they’re in possession of a gun or a knife, and stomping on men’s egos as easily as a black boot smooshes bugs, Catherine thumbed her nose at the patriarchy and looked damn good doing it.
Linda Fiorentino’s Brigid/Wendy in “The Last Seduction” was another blatant ball-buster who not only twisted boys all around for her purposes, but even smashed her cigarette into grandma’s pie. In the end she had no trouble offing her husband—and all so that she could be left the hell alone.
Anna, played by Juliette Binoche in the film “Damage,” went so far as to have a raging affair with her fiancé’s Parliamentarian father, destroying the whole family in the process. Little Debbie, played by Rose McGowan in “Devil in the Flesh,” overcame her god-awful childhood by burning down the whole town, morally speaking. Seemingly upstanding Kathryn, played by Sarah Michelle Gellar in “Cruel Intentions,” was in actuality a high school vixen toying with her minions while hiding her lover in a drawer in her room. And Nikita, played by Anne Parillaud in the French film version of “La Femme Nikita,” demonstrates that challenging beginnings and a dark past are the perfect set-up for one to become a gamine assassin.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Deigning to Be Interrogated by the Entire Frisco Crimes Unit
White dress and jacket. Heels. Cigarette.
Special mention: no underwear.
(As worn by Catherine Tramell,
played by Sharon Stone in “Basic Instinct.”)
The Millennium: No Rapture is Good Rapture
Conveniently, the world didn’t end as the new millennium dawned. What was effectively replaced, though, was the ideal virgin who had ruled culture 100 years previously. By mid-Twentieth century, a kind of hybrid between the virgin and the whore existed in the form of Marilyn Monroe: a child-like and seemingly innocent but sexy and sexually available woman. At century’s end, Madonna, the newly-crowned crowd favorite, stomped around in S&M-wear and simulated masturbation before thousands of fans, while Britney Spears danced on stage wearing chaps and spinning around a stripper pole, thereby signaling victory for the w-h-o-r-e. (If ever an angry god was going to wipe out civilization with one strike of lightning, it was then.)
In spite of the obsession with virgins and whores (which only confuses the matter for the femme fatale is really neither and both), the Fatale forges ahead. The previous history comprises a stunning tableau, a cornucopia and continuum of dark feminine power—one to which we can all aspire. The following chapters detail her unique psychology, the secrets of her soul, and the ways and means of Fatalism.




A Few Good Femmes
A Rumination on Five Real-Life Women Who Were
and Are Universal Icons of Dangerous Feminine Power


“I don’t know
but I been told
a big-legged woman ain’t got no soul.”
—“Black Dog” by Led Zeppelin
Scratch the surface and one finds that so many legendary femmes of Fatale persuasion were normal women who, through twists of fate, bad luck, good luck, and their own willfulness, gained reputations for treacherous, seductive power. Many of these women even began as sensitive romantics and homey hausfraus who strategically adopted the image of the lethally sexy lady to achieve an end.
Below is a short list of real women who have become legendary. Let us now praise famous Fatales:


Mata Hari
The 20th Century produced some pretty fabulous fodder for the myth-factory. An enduring example was the story of Mata Hari, a real live woman who worked the femme fatale image to the hilt and rode a magic carpet ride of fame for ten years before coming to one of history’s most spectacularly glamorous ends.
Mata Hari, formerly a pretty Dutch girl named Margaretha Zelle, found herself in the dreadful predicament of living with relatives who didn’t want her around. Consequently, she did what any self-respecting eighteen-year old would do: she found herself a husband via the personals ads in her local newspaper. She married her military man and the couple was stationed in Java (then the Dutch East Indies), but what became obvious very quickly was that she had trapped herself in a rotten marriage to an abusive, philandering drunk. Though at the time divorce was almost unheard of, Margaretha left her husband and sailed for Paris where she intended to build a life for herself.
Paris, it turned out, was not the Shangri-la of opportunity for which Margaretha had hoped. While getting hungrier and more desperate as the weeks passed, she struggled to procure a means to support herself. Finally she hit upon an idea. Her time with her husband had had one benefit: it had been a wonderful education in exotic Eastern culture, something that was becoming all the rage in Europe. Perhaps she could introduce herself to Parisian society as an “Indian temple dancer” and get a job mimicking the lovely dances she saw performed in Java. Much to her nervous delight, Paris swallowed her fabricated persona hook, line, and sinker.
Margaretha gave herself the moniker Mata Hari (meaning “eye of dawn” in Malay) and, swathing herself in veils, performed Europe’s first “Oriental” dance while adding the special twist that it was also a striptease. Her genius charade took Europe by storm and her caricature of the sexy, mysterious Eastern woman became a sensation. To further flesh out her wallet, Mata Hari did what many female performers of the time did and that was to hire herself out as a high-class courtesan, in her case to fancy military men—the rock stars of their day.
When World War I rolled around, Mata Hari was a woman in her late thirties whose days as a nude dancer and courtesan were beginning to flag. Just in the nick of time, though, she received an exciting proposal: because of her vast contacts with European military men, she was offered a job spying for France. Mata Hari thought this would be a fittingly glamorous end to her career. What’s more, she hoped that after being paid big money for her spying efforts, she could retire from public life to live with her much-younger Russian boyfriend.
Strangely, it turned out that Mata Hari, so adept at pulling the wool over so many people’s eyes, was not so adept at spying and fell into the hands of the Germans who, through an elaborate set-up, led their French enemies to believe that Mata was working for Germany as a double agent. France was outraged and dragged their former golden girl into what was essentially a kangaroo court and show trial. She was blamed for the deaths of thousands of French soldiers and sentenced to death. In true femme fatale form, Mata Hari’s end was a dramatic performance. As she was paraded before a firing squad she held her head high, refused a blindfold, and blew a kiss to her killers, causing one soldier in the firing line to faint.
Mata Hari, the little Dutch girl and abused military wife, became one of history’s most famous, glamorous, and notorious Fatales, giving birth to a legend that bred countless films, books, and images. The truth of her innocence, discovered by means of a recently-discovered dossier, has only just been revealed and it unmasks the incredible ease with which society can slap the verdict of “fatale” on a seductive, rule-bending femme.


Theda Bara
Mata Hari spawned a plethora of imitators—not only copycat dancers, but also celebrities created by early Hollywood. One of the earliest and best-known was Theda Bara, a studio-born creature who was in fact a sweet Jewish girl named Theodosia Goodman who hailed from Cincinnati and had been discovered playing supporting roles in a Yiddish theater. Her first film role was minuscule, but it was condemned by the clergy (always a good sign). Drawing on the mythology constructed by Mata Hari, Hollywood publicized that “Theda” was born in the Saharan desert in the shadow of a Sphinx, the product of a French artist and Egyptian dancer. Her name was said to be an anagram for “Arab Death” and she was Hollywood’s first official “vamp” (short for “vampire”).
Hollywood’s first real star had an extravagant image to uphold. She dyed her naturally light hair black and wore sexy bellydance-type costumes that often sported serpent images swirling around her breasts. She darkened her eyes to black-hole-of-Calcutta proportions and was photographed with snakes and skulls. She was also cast in roles of the greatest Fatales of history, including Cleopatra and Salome.
Theda Bara took a page from Mata Hari when she appeared before journalists swathed in fur and told them intoxicating stories about her supposed past lives, dissembling dreamily, “I remember crossing the Nile in barges to Karnak and Luxor as plainly as I recall crossing the Hudson Ferry to come to the studio at Fort Lee.” According to Ronald Genini’s Theda Bara: A Biography of the Silent Screen Vamp, she signed a contract with Fox that called for the following stipulations:
1.  You cannot marry within three years

2. You must be heavily veiled while in public

3. You cannot take public transportation

4. You cannot appear in the theater

5. You cannot attend Turkish baths

6. You cannot pose for snapshots

7. You cannot close the curtains on the windows of your limousine

8. You can only go out at night

(Wouldn’t it be heavenly to have a monolithic movie studio looking after one’s evil image, much like a Professor Henry Higgins whispering instructions at every turn?)
The carefully constructed ruse of Theda’s evil powers was a tremendous success. She was refused service in restaurants. The public fled if they saw her on the street. People were observed kicking her publicity stills. And if she spoke to anyone’s child the parents would run for the police. From 1914 through 1926 Theda Bara was the femme fatale. She worked the image and worked it hard.
The truth? Theda Bara was a quiet and reserved actress who took direction well. After fulfilling her studio contract she retired, married a director, and became a bit of a society lady. People who knew her said she was quiet, gracious, and glamorous—but wielded an absolutely wicked sense of humor.


Anaïs Nin
A sensitive Spanish girl, Anaïs Nin was abused and abandoned by her philandering composer father who ran off with one of his rich music students. Nin’s devastated mother responded by bringing little Anaïs and her two brothers to America, though while on the boat Anaïs started composing a letter to lure her father back to his family. This letter became her diary —an idealized picture of her life over which she labored for 63 years, a series of books that eventually made her famous.
Little Anaïs grew up and tried, really tried, to be a good wife to her doting banker husband Hugh, but an existential depression had already set in. The abandonment by her father was something from which she could never quite recover and her one respite was her diary. It was the vehicle through which she kept her fantasies alive, for it encapsulated her dreams of beauty and happiness and of being loved and adored. The truth, though, was that she was doomed to a life of longing for ideal love.
When as an adult Nin finally met her father again, she was shocked to discover that he hadn’t a clue as to how he had devastated his children (ain’t that the way?) and seemed incapable of even a shred of remorse. Anaïs realized that he was a horrible and selfish man, hardly the idealized god she’d described in her diary. And so she did what any self-respecting femme would do: she stamped his heart and abandoned him.
Then in a fascinating twist, Anaïs Nin, the once hurt child, took on her father’s persona as duplicitous seducer and creative dynamo. She had scores of lovers and finally became a bigamist, all the while chronicling her glamorous adventures in her diary. She also produced dozens of delicately beautiful prose pieces, even writing what are known as some of the first works of modern female erotica. Nin’s diaries were eventually published to universal acclaim and she became the pied piper of a throng of followers all determined to imitate her example of “proceeding from the dream.”
In recent years, as Nin’s unexpurgated diaries revealing her numerous affairs and erotic adventures have been published (per her instructions), she has been condemned by a brigade of outraged moralists, most often female and sometimes supposedly feminist—a sure sign that she’s entered the pantheon of legendary Fatales.


Marlene Dietrich
When the great Marlene Dietrich was a young woman trying out for acting parts in Berlin of the 1920s, she was thought by some to be nothing particularly special. She was even described as a rather plump, clumsy cow who over-acted and over-dressed and, consequently, was over-looked for the best parts. When she saw herself on screen in one of her early films, she is said to have exclaimed, “I look like a potato with hair!” But then a fantastic Svengali, the director Josef Von Sternberg, saw her photograph and thought he detected something interesting under the excess weight and ruffles.
Von Sternberg cast Dietrich in “The Blue Angel” and got right to work. And here’s where Marlene Dietrich gets the credit, for she had the discipline to take the ball and run with it. Her first big part, filmed in both German and English, was that of a bawdy nightclub performer, the faithless seductress Lola Lola. The movie was an international sensation. Dietrich knew a good thing when it fell into her lap and so she embodied the role of the leggy seductress and world-weary chanteuse until the end of her life.
The truth is that Dietrich was an intelligent woman, though not one particularly well-endowed with acting or singing talent. And while she had many lovers, she had that cute European penchant for remaining married to her husband through it all. Her basic nature was a bit of a contradiction: the ardent, aggressive careerist who was also a dedicated hausfrau enamored of cooking, cleaning, and aprons. Still, Dietrich devoted her life to maintaining what she called “The Image” and her career lasted six decades. “Glamour is what I sell,” she explained. “It’s my stock in trade.”
If Dietrich’s myth continues to be indelible it is because she was a true soldier for Fatalism. She spent any money she earned on appearing the part of the elegant, remote femme fatale, swathing herself in avant-garde fashions and jewels, standing for hours at tedious dress-fittings, and refusing to be seen in public after she finally lost her looks in her eighties. She, more than most, understood that applying the signs and symbols of the femme fatale would give her a power beyond talent, money, and beauty—as well as a life in the public eye beyond her mortal one.


Ava Gardner
Ava Gardner was a sweet, shy, and predominately barefoot girl who grew up on a tobacco farm in North Carolina. After her portrait was seen in a photographer’s window by a talent scout she was sent to the Hollywood wolves who promptly attempted to remove her accent, her eyebrows, and her innocence. She won the battle to keep her eyebrows; it was her accent and her innocence that ended up on the cutting room floor.
Gardner was unlucky in love—what with husband #1 (boy star Mickey Rooney) not only declining to give her the white wedding she so desired but also ignoring her on their honeymoon. He also brought other girls into their bed (or so she believed) when she was in the hospital with appendicitis. Then her adored second husband (band leader Artie Shaw) systematically damaged her self-esteem by publicly berating her for being, as he chivalrously put it, “a stupid country girl.”
After the pain of those two failed marriages, Gardner tried her level best not to fall in love again and became a wild and cynical habitué of the fast lane. But then her resolve slipped. She famously took up with a tempestuous married man, singer Frank Sinatra, and learned to give as good as she got. Fighting in public, drinking in excess, cavorting with bullfighters, being banned from hotels for outrageous behavior, and driving Sinatra to a suicide attempt are just a few of the bullet points on her résumé. The shy tobacco farmer’s daughter had become a hell cat.
Gardner’s relationship with Sinatra was supposed to be the romance of the century, but Jeanie Sims, a production assistant on Gardner’s film “Pandora and the Flying Dutchman,” recounted the following story in the book Ava Gardner: Love is Nothing:
She was supposed to be lost in some deep thought about the man she was in love with. And she couldn’t get it right for Al [the director]. He was very gentle with her, but he was a bit frustrated or sad that he couldn’t quite get what he wanted from her, some look of complete absorption in this love affair. Then Al finally went over and said to her, ‘Ava, is there some one person in your life who you love or have loved more than anyone else on earth?’ And she answered him so quietly I could not hear her. And he told her to think of that person and it was just the impetus she needed, and she got it perfect on the next shot. And afterward I was a bit curious, and I asked Al what she had said, who she had loved more than anyone, and Al said, ‘The clarinet player—Artie Shaw.’ And, you know, I thought how interesting because she was thinking of Shaw and in the newspapers there was all that talk about Ava and Frank Sinatra.

Meanwhile, Sinatra was gnashing his teeth, pulling his hair, and wailing: “This love I feel for her, it’s sapping me of everything I got…. What is this spell she has me under?”
And so the sweet, shy sharecropper’s daughter became completely notorious. Her fate as dangerous femme fatale was sealed and she will forever be the untamable heartbreaker, famous for her redoubtable beauty, but also for throwing it all away. The truth is that people with broken hearts become heartbreakers. Ladies, you would do it too.


Coda
Think of the things that are said about women who step out of the box:
•“She’s a bitch.”

•“She’s conniving.”

•“She’s the creation of men.”

•“She’s stupid / untalented / lucky.”

•“She’s a lesbian / nymphomaniac / hermaphrodite.”

•“She’s slept with people to get ahead.”

In short, a certain sort of woman threatens the living shit out of a lot of people. Still, the cursory examination of “real” femme fatales detailed in this chapter should prove once and for all that even those ladies who were and are the genuine article weren’t and aren’t simplistic, sexy witches. Simplistic, sexy witches have not and do not exist (though we mustn’t reveal this secret, for imagination is everything). In truth, the previously described women possessed fully dimensional characters—but were wise enough to destroy most of the evidence.




Hell Raiser
A Handy Guide to Her Persona (And the Painful Origins
and God-Awful Events That Crystallized It)


“I’m not really such a hell cat, Frank. I just
can’t stand it any more.”
—Cora in “The Postman Always Rings Twice”
by James M. Cain
The psychology of the Fatale is truly Byzantine, for she is a vision of contradictions: She’s simultaneously scary as a horror movie, but still as inviting as a kitten. She’s as disciplined as a Swiss watch, yet as wild and destructive as a tornado. She’s as fragile as a champagne glass, but somehow forged in granite. The Fatale may display just one or perhaps many sides of her complex nature at any given time, but in the end she will never be truly known by anyone.
The female is born of her mother’s body, dominated by that mother throughout childhood, and destined to become like that mother. As she grows into adolescence men suddenly desire her with a fervor that sometimes seems predatory and threatening—and at other times seems like adoration and love. Eventually she submits to their advances, but she quickly feels trapped in a life that is less than appealing: one of caretaking and reproducing and raising children and keeping a home—in short, a life that stifles her. Meanwhile, the man who has stolen her youth and condemned her to a sentence of drudgery seems to escape scot-free out into a world of exciting adventures.
Some females try to side-step such a fate, to break the rules of gender, reproduction, and family—to upend the whole system of things. These females are called “femme fatales.” It appears to men that in rejecting her traditional role this woman is toying with him. She becomes for him an entirely dangerous entity, for she threatens to thwart all of nature and its imperative for reproduction. The situation becomes an untenable one of tension and struggle, calling for drastic action.


Rage Against the Cage
The continuation of the species doesn’t matter one whit to the femme fatale for she is filled with existential bitterness. She has little interest in man’s or even nature’s plan. Instead, she finds the female role to be a cage, a trap, and a prison. She rejects society’s notion that she must show allegiance to man as her natural superior and she rejects the concept that she is his possession or property. She has a hunger for life beyond the dull confines of society’s strict definition of who and what she should be, and determines that her life will not orbit others. She rejects marriage as an inviolate institution and rejects the notion that she is a supporting character in life’s drama. The femme fatale sincerely doubts the legitimacy of society-made rules that attempt to hold her in subjection and curtail her freedom.
The femme fatale uses all of her cunning to escape the cage, to maintain her independence, to unrepentantly defy anyone who tries to control her destiny. The tricks that work on other women do not work on her. Like an animal that gnaws off its leg to escape a trap, she will resort to any means necessary to maintain her freedom, for she would rather die than be trapped.
The femme fatale is complex partially because her drive and steely focus are determination not to accept the suffocating role foisted upon her. Her cool restraint and emotional distance are actually iron-willed control honed of intense frustration. Her passion and abandon are fervent desperation chiseled by disappointment and repression. Her fierce world-weariness is a residual sadness because she knows that, in spite of its wonder and beauty, magic and mystery, life is also an inexhaustible cornucopia of shit.


Persona
The Fatale’s persona, her social facade or outward face, is one of cool indifference and effortless glamour. She seems to be unreachable and dispassionate, tough, and experienced. She appears tranquil—lethally so. Conversely, she telegraphs a dangerous undercurrent of seething passion, explosiveness, drive and intensity, a cauldron of emotion encased by her spooky placidity. She is magnetic and feline. Her manner is droll, teasing, tart, even mocking. Her movements are slow, graceful, languorous, and liquid, but also unselfconscious, seemingly unstudied. Her voice is low, deep, or very soft. She is usually not a woman of great verbosity, but is quiet, concise, laconic. She may seem bored, tired, sad, knowing, and world-weary. She exudes pride and contempt. She is the embodiment of existential ennui with a will to win.
Greta Garbo’s face in “Mata Hari” is a symphony of sensuality and roiling emotion, and yet is juxtaposed with restraint. Though many who knew her described Rita Hayworth as quiet and reticent, choreographer Hermes Pan witnessed her extreme eloquence and fiery passion as a dancer—a far more primal method of expression. When Lana Turner’s Cora is first confronted with Frank in “The Postman Always Rings Twice,” she appraises him coolly and disdainfully, then slowly turns her back and walks away. Elizabeth Taylor’s Cleopatra appears before her people as a silent goddess, still and knowing as a Sphinx. And Anaïs Nin, famous for her lengthy diary and intelligent conversation, was described by Henry Miller as being an extremely eloquent listener.
Of course the Fatale also finds occasion to conceal her real attitude and intentions with the lady-in-distress routine. This calls for an appearance of the stereotypically fragile or flustered damsel complete with breathless, feminine anxiety and the need for male assistance. Such a role was displayed with Fatale perfection by Ruth/Brigid, played by Mary Astor in “The Maltese Falcon,” as well as by Rose, played by Marilyn Monroe in “Niagara.” Lulu, played by Louise Brooks in “Pandora’s Box,” is a playful child blithely luring her victims into the maelstrom of misery that desire for her creates. But it becomes clear soon enough that the appearance of helpless innocence is an act, an elaborate mask.
Betty Perske Goes to Hollywood
The studied assemblage of a Hollywood Fatale persona was described by a woman who had once been a skinny young model named Betty Perske and who had been given an acting contract by director Howard Hawks. At first, Hawks wasn’t so sure about Betty’s voice. She explains in her autobiography, By Myself:
He wanted me to drive into the hills, find some quiet spot, and read aloud. He felt it most important to keep the voice in a low register. Mine started off low, but what Howard didn’t like and explained to me was, ‘If you notice, Betty, when a woman gets excited or emotional she tends to raise her voice. Now there is nothing more unattractive than screeching. I want you to train your voice in such a way that even if you have a scene like that your voice will remain low.’ I found a spot on Mulholland Drive and proceeded to read The Robe aloud, keeping my voice lower and louder than normal. If anyone had ever passed by, they would have found me a candidate for an asylum.

Another concern was that while filming, Betty was so terrified she shook visibly. Betty learned to hide her trembling by holding her chin low. This caused her to gaze up at her co-star with apparent sensuality, thereby creating something called “The Look.” The end product was a seemingly sultry, deep-voiced vamp who, though feminine and beautiful, behaved much like a man, giving as good as she got with cool insolence. Betty Perske took the name Lauren Bacall and Hawks cast her as a pick-pocketing drifter and chanteuse in one of his masterpieces, “To Have and Have Not.”
In her next film, “Confidential Agent,” Bacall played the part of a British aristocrat. Before the film was released she began filming her third movie, “The Big Sleep,” again with Humphrey Bogart. Unfortunately, when “Confidential Agent” hit the screen Bacall’s performance was savaged by the critics who suggested that her talent was in doubt. It was then that her agent, Charles Feldman, wrote a letter to studio head Jack Warner. Robert Gitt, Preservation Officer at UCLA Film and Television Archives, describes a portion the letter as reading thusly:
Give the girl at least three or four additional scenes with Bogart of the insolent and provocative nature she had in ‘To Have and Have Not.’ You see, Jack, in ‘To Have and Have Not,’ Bacall was more insolent than Bogart, and this very insolence endeared her in both the public’s and the critics’ minds when the picture appeared. It was something startling and new. If this could be recaptured through these additional scenes with Bacall and Bogart, which frankly I think is a very easy task, I feel that the girl will come through for you magnificently. Bear in mind, Jack, that if the girl receives the same type of reviews and criticisms on ‘The Big Sleep,’ which she definitely will receive unless changes are made, you might lose one of your most important assets.

Warner ordered the new scenes of the insolent variety and “The Big Sleep” was Lauren Bacall’s second huge hit. Would she have been able to play the role of Fatale with such veracity had it not been lying dormant within her—perhaps a legacy from mother Eve—from the very beginning?
“A Beautiful Lady Without Mercy”
After MGM brought Ava Gardner to Hollywood and gave her a contract they set about “developing her talents.” According to Ava by Roland Flamini, Metro immediately put her in the hands of an Englishwoman who had once been an actress and who had developed her own method for bringing out the abilities in her charges:
She would zero in on the essential personality of her subject and help her develop it into a screen persona. Of course, the approach tended to produce performers of limited range, but it had the merit of infusing confidence and developing their personalities, the essence of stardom. Lillian Burns was smart enough to recognize Ava’s la belle dame sans merci quality, hardly the girl next door so much in vogue in the forties. The screen personality fashioned for Ava by Lillian Burns required more individual attention than Metro was prepared to lavish on a fifty-dollar-a-week newcomer.

After arduous training, Ava was eventually cast in “Whistle Stop.” Flamini suggests that it was the first scene in the movie, one that revealed Ava wearing a glamorous fur coat and lavish jewelry, which really kicked off her career:
In a larger sense, it marked the arrival of her screen personality. This was the role she was to play in her most successful pictures: a sensual, well-heeled woman of the world who was likely to be evasive about how she came by her mink.

A decade later Ava’s real-life poise, no doubt developed through years of training at Metro, didn’t fail to impress even the most hardened of Hollywood galley slaves such as David Hanna, the publicist for “The Barefoot Contessa” who went on to become Ava’s personal publicist and manager. In his biography, Ava: Portrait of a Star, he describes her arrival at an airport in preparation for the filming of “Contessa”:
After what seemed an indeterminable time, Ava appeared at the head of the ramp—serene, cool, self-possessed and seemingly as sure of herself as a thoroughbred leaving a paddock… .

I began to learn to have vast respect for the quality about Ava that I had perceived the moment she stepped off the plane at Rome—her consummate showmanship. For someone who professed to dislike the world of movies and the artifices of Hollywood, she possessed a skill in the art of presenting herself to the public equaled by few of her celluloid sisters. It was not an accident that Ava could arrive somewhere after a long, arduous trip looking radiant and stunningly groomed.

Ava’s preparations were as deliberate and painstaking as though she were preparing to step before the camera. And seeing them executed aboard an airplane would, I know, fascinate an expert in ‘time and motion.’

Though many of her friends and co-workers insist she was painfully shy, Ava gained the reputation for being extravagant and difficult. It’s a chicken-and-egg (or perhaps good girl-and-femme fatale) dilemma. Which came first? Or are the continual revolutions an unending, cyclical phenomenon?
Lana Turner’s All-Important Image
Trained as a soldier for MGM’s glamorous army, it was drilled into Lana Turner’s head that she must look and behave a certain way in public, something she instilled in hairdresser Eric Root when he began escorting her around town in the last decades of her life. As he describes in his book The Private Diary of My Life With Lana, she admonished him to “Stand up straight, look strong and friendly, and whatever you do, just act calm.” When he told her one day before a particularly important occasion, “Lana, I’m not the calm type,” she asked him what he needed to make him calm, adding, “Do you want a tranquilizer or something?” In the end, she decreed that her escort would be permitted to sip “a little glass of champagne in the limo on the way” to an event so as to maintain the all-important visage of cool and calm.
“Joan” Rhymes With “Moan”
As a beautiful young starlet and divorcee newly transplanted from London to Hollywood in the early 1950s, Joan Collins caused a ruckus, seemingly without effort, which she describes in her autobiography, Past Imperfect:
I was maligned, scorned, criticized, lied about, and my fairly normal mode of living was considered scandalous and disgraceful. All of a sudden I found myself with a reputation as a raving sex-pot, swinger and home wrecker, whom Beverly Hills wives were supposed to live in fear of in case I cast my green “orbs” in the direction of their men. Ninety-nine percent of this was total fabrication. I was outspoken, yes. Never a diplomat, I have always found it easier to tell the truth than beat around the bush; but the outrageous stories that proliferated about me surprised even the publicity department. I got an instant reputation as a free-living, free-loving rebel, and it was hard for me to handle.




Femme Fatale Psychology : What Lies Beneath
The true life beginnings of the girl who appears to be the cool hellcat are a departure from the glamorous fiction of inborn evil. For one, she didn’t emerge from the womb fully-formed in all of her malevolent glory, gracefully surfing a froth of crashing waves on a half-shell like a twisted Venus. No, the truth is that most Fatales begin as a rather unhappy lot, thwarted early in life, the victims of loss and deprivation and cruelty, though the psychic shocks of youth lead them to develop strength and drive. They realize that life is not a fairy tale, that there is little possibility for happily-ever-after, and that they better buck up, but quick.
Her Lousy Beginnings
There’s a reason the Fatale is not like the over-caffeinated girl-next- door, the “It’s all good!”-spouting, positive-thinking, cheerful, happy, and easily-gratified lady that society dictates ladies should be. No, the Fatale is not one of life’s cheerleaders, for her origins were bone-crushingly terrible. She has experienced real loss and disappointment, early defeats and lost causes that have begotten an unremitting cynicism. Life’s blows have wounded her, but instead of destroying her they have caused her to become rather ruthless in her pursuit of the good life. They have caused her to become dangerous.
The secret history of the femme fatale—the one not mentioned in the fables—is not pretty, not pretty at all, for the girl was seriously wounded early on. Mata Hari’s mother died when she was thirteen, her father became an alcoholic, and she was sent to live with relatives who didn’t want her. Pola Negri’s father was banished to Siberia and never to return, leaving her and her mother destitute. After being abandoned by her father, Anaïs Nin went to live in what seemed a strange foreign country. Marlene Dietrich’s soldier father died after falling off a horse. When Barbara Stanwyck was four years-old her mother was killed when a drunk knocked her off a trolley. Bette Davis’ parents divorced when she was seven. (She claimed that as a consequence she had to be “the monster” for herself and her mother.) Rita Hayworth’s father took her out of school and made her the family breadwinner, forced her to dance in seedy clubs and possibly abused her sexually as well. Lana Turner’s father was murdered in the street and her mother then left Lana with people who physically abused her. Ava Gardner’s two year-old brother was killed when a firing cap rolled into the fireplace and exploded. Her family lost their farm in the Depression and was plunged into poverty. Then when she was twelve her father died and for years she and her mother barely scraped by.
Greta Garbo was raised in the slums of Stockholm. During Christmas she was sent away to spend the holidays with another family as a “charity child.” Her father died when she was fourteen, leaving the family completely destitute and forcing her to leave school to take a job in a department store. That job may have led to her modeling and eventual acting career, but the die was cast. After she came to Hollywood with her beloved mentor he was fired by the studio and sent back to Sweden, leaving Garbo alone in a town she hated and unable to speak the language. Her mentor died soon after, plunging Garbo into a deep despair. Garbo’s sister then died of cancer but Garbo was not allowed to return to Sweden for the funeral. She was said to suffer from chronic depression and spent her final years as a recluse.
The character of Nikita, played by Anne Parilland in “La Femme Nikita,” is a filthy street urchin, a drug addict and criminal. She is also the only survivor of a police raid who, after being incarcerated and drying out, has no other option but to submit to her government’s forced training to become an assassin as part of their black ops. Though Nikita is terrified she becomes The Best—the go-to killer for all of the most important assignments. This is an apt metaphor for the Fatale who, backed into a corner by destiny, has little if nothing left to lose.
Perhaps even worse than those wounds randomly inflicted by fate are the betrayals purposely and pointedly imposed by those persons the young Fatale trusts to keep her safe. Witness Louise Brooks, who at age nine was molested by a neighbor who lured her to his house with candy. When she told her mother what had happened, her mother angrily blamed little Louise for her victimization, saying that she must’ve led the man on. It’s fair to say that Louise Brooks, her childish innocence and trust forever crushed, never again really cooperated with anyone. The beautiful, intelligent, and talented actress’ anger and penchant for bridge-burning dominated all of her relationships ever-after, and she seemed to delight in leaving all comers in the lurch—including directors, husbands, and studio heads.
Mother Gin Sling of “Shanghai Gesture” has a life story that would curl anyone’s hair. She began as an innocent Manchu girl who washed up like flotsam on the beach and was picked up on the Shanghai waterfront by a man who saw her stealing food and “liked” her. Eventually she met a handsome Westerner named Dawson who married her and they had a daughter. But doom was waiting around the corner because her beloved Dawson abandoned her, stealing her money and absconding with her child. Instead of disappearing into the ether, she starts a business. And the business? Is it any wonder the young Mother Gin Sling became the proprietress of a glamorous gambling casino, a den of sin, depravity, and corruption? Gin Sling became “a remarkable lady, the most cold-blooded dragon you’ll ever meet,” capable of devouring one “like a cat swallows a mouse.” A supposedly upstanding Westerner named Sir Guy Charteris inspects Gin Sling’s gambling establishment and, with the attitude of an outraged moralist, attempts to put her out of business. After doing a little detective work, Gin Sling lures Charteris to a celebratory banquet on Chinese New Year only to unmask him as Dawson, her long-lost husband. She then dramatically reveals to him her identity as his abandoned wife—the one he betrayed and threw away like so much dross.
Mother Gin Sling’s supposed evil was born of pain, abandonment, and betrayal. Instead of folding up and giving in, she toughened against life’s bitter blows and met them with a strength of her own. She became a powerful dragon lady, an enticing and malevolent force forged by the fires of life.
Her Burning Ambition
Crap beginnings lead directly to burning ambition, for what can a girl who’s found herself lying in the gutter do but look up and see the stars? She has nothing left to lose so—goddamn it—she’s gonna go for broke, reach for the prize, shoot for the jackpot, reach for the brass ring, and go for the big pay-off. Success in the world becomes delicious revenge for all the indignities she was dealt early in life.
When the child who was Norma Jeane Mortenson found herself living in an orphanage (knowing full-well she wasn’t an orphan), she gazed from one of its upstairs windows and saw a huge water tower. She knew that water tower stood on the RKO movie studio lot and it represented, not only the place where her mother had worked as a film cutter, but also the dream of a better life, a fabulous future in which she’d be loved by the masses. Norma Jeane’s dream of Hollywood stardom became the way, the truth, and the life—her lode star and hope for escape from an abysmal childhood, the dream that fueled and guided her drive to achieve, no matter what. And less than twenty years later, Norma Jeane Mortenson, the “illegitimate” daughter of a mentally ill woman, the foster child who was never acknowledged by her father, a girl who wouldn’t even graduate from high school, would work on that RKO studio lot as a glamorous starlet named Marilyn Monroe.
Cora, played by Lana Turner in “The Postman Always Rings Twice,” had felt trapped and unhappy as a teenager, preyed on by men who viewed her as a tasty tidbit. Finally, in an effort to escape the wolves who seemed to surround her, she accepted a proposal of marriage from Nick, an older man she didn’t love. Still, she was faithful to him and worked hard to make the roadside diner they owned into something special. When Nick hires a handsome drifter named Frank, Cora is sorely tempted by her long-dormant romantic urges. Feeling desperate and guilty, she writes her husband a note: “Nick—I’m going away with Frank. I love him. Cora.” She and Frank slip out of the diner and trudge down the road, trying to catch a ride to place where they can start a new life. But Cora isn’t enamored of the idea of going back to square one—not after all the work she’s done, not after all she’s been through. No, there must be another way, for Cora wants to be somebody.
Her Talent for Scandal
Any girl worth her salt will appear to move from one scandal to the next. Her burning ambition will attract attention and by shedding the role of Good Girl, she automatically brings on controversy—for just who the hell does she think she is? And because the fires of her ambition never burn out she moves from scandal to scandal just as easily as she breathes. Nothing will make her more appealing … that is until she tips the whole scandal machine over the deep end, which she will do with relish.
Pretty, blonde Barbara Payton was from a small town called Cloquet in the state of Minnesota. As a child she was bright, athletic, and loved cooking. As she grew into adolescence she became more than pretty; she turned into a knockout. She lost her virginity to one of her school friend’s fathers while they were in a bathroom and party guests were celebrating the man’s birthday downstairs. Barbara married a couple years later, still a teenager, but she’d set her sights on Hollywood. When she discovered she was pregnant she was aghast. “Pregnancy!” she later said. “I was so damn mad at John that I ordered him out of the house.” After she had the baby she deserted her husband and took the child to Hollywood. Ms. Payton was soon under contract at Universal and her stock started rising. She became a party girl, going out with stars, sleeping with married celebs, having fun gambling and drinking. She quickly got a “rep.” Nevertheless she became engaged to Joan Crawford’s super-classy ex, Franchot Tone, and he accompanied her to a hearing before a Federal Grand Jury when she had to provide an alibi for a dope addict and suspected murderer. Later, when Tone burst into her apartment to find her in bed with a fellow actor, her classically malicious response was to burst out laughing. Somehow, Tone forgave her. Still engaged, Barbara went to a pool party and hooked up with a B-movie actor. The scandal rag tipping point was reached and the teeter-totter of fame and infamy descended into the red zone. Barbara Payton was all over the headlines showing what appeared to be reckless disregard for her career and relationships. She tried to pass a bad check and was arrested, though Ciro’s nightclub owner ended up paying her fine. Then she lost custody of her son. With her career and private life in shambles, she rode a crazy train of alcoholism, prostitution, and depression. The formerly high-flying starlet was stabbed by a “client.” She ended up having to take menial jobs. Finally, she went to live with her parents, but the damage had been done. Barbara Payton died soon after at age of 39 from heart and liver failure.
Louise Brooks hailed from wholesome, middle-of-the-road Kansas, but she incongruously began drinking at age fourteen. She also quickly became sexually “liberated,” posed for nude art photography, and refused to smile unless she felt genuinely inclined. Still a teenager, she joined a modern dance troupe called Denishaw and toured the country, but was fired in front of the whole company for what the director felt was a superior attitude. Louise quickly found a job as a chorus girl in a glamorous New York show called Scandals, but then moved to the top: the Ziegfeld Follies. There she shown so brightly that the other chorus girls complained she was trying to hog the limelight, so the powers that be wisely made her a featured dancer. She attracted the attention of a Paramount producer who, liking what he saw, signed her to a five-year Hollywood contract. She was soon playing leading roles and married one of her directors, Eddie Sutherland, but she absolutely hated Hollywood. Though her acting was stunningly naturalistic, she was thought to be difficult and defiant. She had a sharp tongue and used rough language frequently and liberally. And in spite of the fact that she was newly married, Louise almost instantly fell for someone else: the future owner of the Washington Redskins, George Marshall, with whom she for years had what she described as an abusive relationship.
Nevertheless, Louise had an interesting offer from a German director named G. W. Pabst. She divorced Sutherland, abandoned Paramount, and went to Europe at Pabst’s bidding, casting her Hollywood studio contract aside like a used tissue. Paramount demanded that she return to Hollywood, but she refused. The studio then blacklisted her, spreading the rumor that her voice (which in reality was lovely) wasn’t good enough for the new talkies. Once in Germany Louise made “Pandora’s Box,” “Diary of a Lost Girl,” and “Prix de Beauté,” all of which dealt with daring themes of sexuality, including the first film depiction of lesbianism. After her success in Europe, Louise returned to Hollywood where she was practically persona non grata. She had spending issues and at one point went bankrupt. Finally she was offered the wonderful lead role opposite James Cagney in “The Public Enemy.” Stunningly, she turned it down to cavort with sometime-boyfriend George Marshall in New York City. Darling Louise just didn’t give a shit about Hollywood. (The role in “The Public Enemy” went to Jean Harlow and made her a star.) From this point, Louise was only offered a few lousy B-movie roles, sometimes with other outcasts such as accused-rapist Fatty Arbuckle. After discovering her numerous affairs, George Marshall married actress Corinne Griffith while Louise married a Chicago millionaire only to divorce him five months later with no good-bye. After playing one last lousy part in a Western, Louise then went home to live with her mother in Kansas. It wasn’t a load of laughs. She said, “The citizens of Wichita either resented me for having been a success or despised me for being a failure.” She ended up returning to New York, working as a salesgirl at Saks Fifth Avenue and then as a high-class prostitute. She still loved her gin and experienced suicidal depression. She wrote an autobiography, but after working on it for years felt that to really reveal herself she’d have to tell certain sexual truths she was unwilling to relate, so she burned the manuscript in the incinerator. At the end of her intensely dramatic life there was some reprieve from tragedy because Louise Brooks became a film writer famous for her keen observations.
Her Existential Melancholy
The Fatale is a woman with few illusions, for she is untethered and bobbing in what she believes is the void of an indifferent universe. The usual rules of life haven’t applied—to her or for her—and that has woven around her an air of sadness, the burnished glow of the wronged. Having been around the block one or twenty times, the Fatale will tell very few about her most private feelings.
Garbo was a great mystery. The simple explanation is that she suffered from depression, though the depths of her character were probably more complicated than can be summed up with a Pollyanna-ish psychiatric diagnosis. At every turn, she defied the efforts of her studio to define her, first refusing the outdoorsy role she was given when she arrived in Hollywood, then rejecting the simplistic vamp persona. She slipped out of the wistful, romantic image, then turned on a dime and tackled comedy. Garbo explored Eastern philosophy and health food, and yet she never gave up smoking and cocktails. She famously said, “I want to be left alone.” She also made opaque, cryptic comments such as “I like tired people” and “I’ll go crazy if it doesn’t rain soon.” She was known for her cool restraint, her lack of animation, and her apathy, but was also seen displaying the most tender feelings, even becoming hysterically overwrought. Such is the behavior of a melancholic and an existentialist for they believe nothing really matters and nothing means anything, while also feeling so deeply.
In “The Lady from Shanghai,” angelically beautiful Elsa/Rosalee, played by Rita Hayworth, radiates deep hurt, though the source is never revealed. She seems desperate and clings to Michael, a sailor played by Rita’s real-life husband Orson Welles. She tells him, “You don’t know anything about the world,” implying she knows how rotten things are, how corrupt and twisted and lousy, how god-awful people can be. What is there left to do but make a strong martini? She says, “Everything’s bad Michael. Everything. You can’t escape it or fight it. You’ve got to get along with it. Deal with it. Make terms.” Naturally, Michael slaps her. She seems crushed and on the verge of tears, but she asks, “You’re scared, aren’t you? You’re scared! I’m scared too.” Michael suspiciously replies that he’s sure she doesn’t need any help from him, that she can surely help herself. Elsa/Rosalee responds, “I’m not what you think I am. I just try to be like that.” Later she asks Michael if he thinks suicide is wrong and tells him she’s wondered if taking enough of her husband’s painkillers would “kill her pain.”
“Mrs. Robinson,” played with soigné perfection by Ann Bancroft in “The Graduate,” has created a lovely home and dutifully raised a daughter, the product of a college rendezvous. Having given up her original passion of art she has become middle-aged and, though still beautiful, is also clearly lost and facing a slow tumble into the grave. With the life-drive of the quietly desperate she decides she’s ready—not for a part-time job, a spell at the shrink’s, a prescription for good meds, or volunteerism at the Junior League—but to rumble. She cougars her way into her best friends’ son’s life and they have a rather empty affair. There’s nothing to talk about, nothing to discuss, just the temporary forgetting that an illicit rendezvous brings. Mrs. Robinson is a classic melancholy existentialist.
The Fatale simply doesn’t subscribe to insipid theories that dumb happiness is possible or even desirable. The most intelligent, talented, and innovative among us are often prone to melancholy. The bravest aren’t inclined to rely on childish fantasies of caring gods and cloud-strewn after-lives and justice for all. It takes cajones, or in her case ovarios, to face life without a numbing fog of denial and this is an important element of Fatale psychology. As Dietrich said in her book Marlene Dietrich’s ABC, “Being in the depths of sadness is just as important an experience as being exuberantly happy.”
Her Uncontrollable Passion
But on the other hand Fatales display passion, the strong and intense emotions that respectable people keep under wraps … or perhaps never feel at all. Fatales throw drinks, turn over tables, storm out of meetings, dance on table tops, run down the street naked, yell at the top of their lungs, cry, crash their cars, laugh until they can’t breathe, tell off their bosses, throw things out of eighth story windows, make obscene propositions, and generally have a damn good time. The rest of the time they are perfect ladies. Since they aren’t big on heaven and hell, Fatales tend to live fully now. Instead of storing the exquisite dress in their closet and saving it for a special day, they wear it now. Instead of hiding a gorgeous set of silver flatware in a box, they used it today at breakfast. Time’s a wastin’, Baby. The Fatale knows she may be dead tomorrow.
Having been bitterly disappointed in both relationships and career, Ava Gardner surfed a wave of passion that made her a legend, eventually having a go at one of the richest men in the world: Howard Hughes. It seems Hughes did his level best to wine and dine Ava into bed by trying to ply her with jewels and offering her the world. But it was all a big no go because Ava drew the line at anything beyond friendship. One night Ava had had dinner with her ex-husband Mickey Rooney, then drove home and went to bed. A bit later the light in her bedroom switched on to reveal Hughes, hoping, it seemed, to catch her in flagrante delicto.
“Why … Howard,” she said, “Why don’t you go downstairs? I’ll put on a robe and join you there.”
She met him downstairs, but in his jealousy and embarrassment he lost his temper and hit Ava across the face. Did our Fatale cry? Did she cower and whimper? No. Here’s how Ava describes the ensuing scene in her autobiography, Ava: My Story:
… I was going to kill the bastard—stone dead! I groped around the bar for something to throw at him, the lamp, anything, and my hand closed around the handle of a large heavy bronze bell—the sort town criers use in England—and threw it at him with all my strength. He had just half-turned back toward me when it hit him, bang, between the temple and cheek. He went over backward, with the blood pouring out. And I was right after him. He wasn’t dead yet, and I was going to kill him. I grabbed a big hardwood chair—God knows how I lifted it—and lurched over to smash him to death… . All this must’ve made a lot of noise … . Because as I was poised with the chair above my head, ready to smash it down on Howard, the maid banged open the door, saw me there, and yelled ‘Ava! Ava! Drop it! Drop it!’ Her loud voice and the fact that she called me ‘Ava’ instead of ‘Miss Gardner’ stopped me … . ‘Quick, Charlie,’ Bappie [Ava’s sister] said. ‘Get an ambulance, get a doctor. Poor Howard, poor Howard!’ I said, ‘Fuck poor Howard,’ and went off to the bathroom … .

The Fatale is a cauldron of feeling. She has only so much tolerance and to cross her is unwise because every so often she blows like Yellowstone Park’s Old Faithful geyser—without warning and with terrifying force and velocity. This will come as a shock to those who’ve only known her cooler self. Fatales love, they hate, and what lies in the middle is usually iced out, existing in a frozen void.
Garbo was thought to be cold and aloof, but when she did a love scene she grabbed her co-star’s face and kissed him with such intensity of feeling that she betrayed the emotions lying beneath her cool exterior. She single-handedly changed Hollywood’s notion of the vamp. She wasn’t just a lustful, ravenously dangerous woman, a la Theda Bara, but a woman of complex feeling. And though Garbo never married and even stood up lover John Gilbert at the alter, when she heard that he had married Ina Claire she became so hysterical that she had to quit working for the day. Such are the passionate complexities of the femme fatale.
She’s Alienated and Unknowable
The Fatale is not part of the group. In fact, she doesn’t trust groups. She is an independent agent, even a loner, and prefers to live outside of the social mainstream. As Garbo said, “I’m different inside,” and the Fatale is different. Bureaucracies irritate the crap out of her, she hates being dependent on anyone, and she will do anything to attain and maintain her ability to exercise her free will. Since no one thinks a sexy girl can have any brains she probably plays dumb to disarm the smugly stupid with whom she comes in contact—something that is ever so easy to do.
Garbo lived in seclusion, as did Marlene in her final years. But even if she does live with people they will probably never really understand her, as was expressed by Leslie’s (played by Bette Davis) lawyer Howard in “The Letter,” who said, “Strange that a man can live with a woman for ten years and not know the first thing about her.” This subterfuge is rather easy for any woman to accomplish, but for a Fatale it is child’s play.
The femme fatale, her real feelings, thoughts, and past are often a mystery. Rumors quickly swirl about her supposed questionable history. Sightings of her behaving outrageously, whispered secrets regarding her illicit love life, gossip about her voracious appetites, testimony about her unforgivable sins, accounts of her wild parties, and sensational stories about how she got where she is in life will entertain a rapt public. Garbo believed that to tell people her innermost dreams, her “private joys and sorrows,” would cheapen her.
Fatales are not open books, even when they’re pretending to be open books, because they really don’t care if they’re known by most people. Most people are a pain in the ass and Fatales like their privacy. They may not even totally understand themselves. Dietrich said, “The truth about me is that nothing written about me is true,” and yet she perpetuated the myths by radically editing her life story so as to never be fully known.
She’s Amoral
The Fatale has a disregard for society’s conventions and has her own brand of morality. She doesn’t adhere on a deep level to society’s rules and is sometimes seen as unrepressed, “liberated,” or—more likely—“bad” and on her way to hell in a hand basket. Mother Gin Sling declared that she “lived by [her] own ordinances for a long time … and [she intended] to disregard all others.” She knows that society’s main power is that it controls its members by means of mental restraints: the taboos, mores, laws, and rules that hold people in check and prevent them from running amok. And yet these rules are sometimes created by some individual or group for their own selfish benefit and convenience. They inflict a tyranny of learned helplessness, a morality of weakness, while those dictating the game enjoy unrestrained power.
Lana Turner was described by a studio exec thusly: “She was amoral.” It’s an established fact that many if not most Fatales, fictional and non, had and have affairs while married and/or with married men. Lana, Louise Brooks, Ava, Dietrich, Mamie Van Doren, Cleopatra, Messalina, Hester Prynne, Lily Langtry, Anaïs Nin, even Rose McGowan. The list is long. Hell, even sweet Marilyn Monroe messed around with a married playwright and a married Kennedy or two.
But the Fatale isn’t totally immune to qualms of conscience. In “Desire,” jewel-and car-thief Madeleine, played by Dietrich, experiences a kind of guilt. It seems that Maddy was forced into badness by a bad world, but she has a fear of being caught—and that, friends, is the Fatale’s version of “conscience.” Fortunately, though, she gets good things by being bad, notably Gary Cooper. (Though as cosmic punishment she must live out her days as a housewife in Detroit.) Even malevolently duplicitous Phyllis Dietrichson, played by Barbara Stanwyck in “Double Indemnity,” has qualms in the end—right after she shoots Walter Neff and right before he shoots her.


Fatale Loves and Hates
We all know what Fatales really want. They really want love and understanding. But since Fatales don’t believe love and understanding exist, they’ll have to find something else to live for. They’ll take:
•The loot

•Freedom

•Hot music

•A cool drink

•Being on a plane or train en route to somewhere else

•People who aren’t full of shit

•Nightlife that involves a rain-slicked street, a dark drinking establishment, and questionable company

•Slinky black with nice jewelry

•A good fight

•Rain, snow, and fog

•Driving through the desert at night with the radio on

•Sitting in a cold movie theater on a hot day

•Sweet revenge

•A quest for something better

Her “hates” would naturally be pretty strong. Here are just a few:
•People who get in her way

•Inane rules

•Team spirit

•Being someone’s better half

•Insipid small talk

•A night out with the girls

•Aggressive sales people

•Potluck dinner parties

•Crowds

•Square dancing

•Television game shows and sit-coms

•Camping

•Personal ads (unless she’s in prison)

•Mobs of screaming children

•Tailgaters

•Tupperware parties

•People who are too literal

•Wimps of all stripe




The Secret Lives of Femme Fatales
The Fatale is secretive. In fact, she may be a lady in disguise, hiding her true self and operating incognito (like a spy) because she has a secret agenda and the eye of Moscow may be upon her. As the femme fatale guards her feelings and persona, she may have a few secrets she keeps hidden from the general public. Nevertheless, she is probably playing the role of a normal woman, perhaps while leading a life of abject wickedness.
Kathryn, the high school femme fatale played by Sarah Michelle Gellar in “Cruel Intentions,” is an example of a bad girl concealing her real nature with the Good Girl Routine. Kathryn’s charming and oh-so-perfect exterior, her supposed good works as a scholastic leader, and her warm example to younger girls contribute to her reputation as a paragon of virtue for she is heaped with praise and accolades from all and sundry. The truth, of course, is that Kathryn leads a double life, one in which she has her cake and eats it too.
Exotic Marlene Dietrich seemed to drip with danger as she arrived at glamorous events in a chauffeured luxury car, her legs slowly emerging from its fur-carpeted back seat, then swanned about before a rapt public in strange, dramatic costumes. In private, Dietrich was actually quite the hausfrau. She had cleaning fits and actually packed cans of scouring powder in her expensive suitcases so she could disinfect every hotel bathroom she used. She was forever bringing soups and strudels to her co-workers and sung the praises of apron-clad housewives. These secrets of the real Dietrich are hardly in keeping with her public persona or the fact that she made the maintenance of her image her life’s work. They were a part of her private life—the one the Fatale holds on to to keep her ship upright. Meanwhile, though married all of her adult life to a respectable German, Dietrich had secret affairs with all and sundry. Oh what a complex web that woman wove.
In private moments, every femme fatale indulges in feelings and habits she would think unseemly to share with the general public. For one, she doesn’t particularly want to reveal her origins. She would prefer to forget the awful past (and she usually does have an awful past to forget). For another, she does not feel compelled to share her true nature and true desires. Evelyn Mulray, the seemingly cool and polished fallen woman played by Faye Dunaway in “Chinatown,” was in reality the moral heart of the film. Evelyn artfully concealed her secret (that of victimization at the hand of her father), which stirred up the suspicions of a detective who believed she wasn’t sufficiently upset by her husband’s death. In fact, Evelyn Mulray was trying to protect another player in her world. The moral of that story is that a beautiful woman who plays her cards close to the vest, even for the most moral of reasons, will be ascribed evil intent. To be misunderstood in this way is the birthright of all Fatales.
Ava Gardner, widely considered to be one of the most bold and beautiful women in the world, was petrified to appear before people. The stunningly desirable Lana Turner ripped through seven marriages, unmasking her total lack of success with men. Anaïs Nin had two husbands she needed to hide from one another. While masquerading as a glamorous international star, Mata Hari had to conceal the holes in her stockings, as well as her European ethnicity. Garbo, who was the queen of all Hollywood, was described as a “deer” by writer Clare Booth Luce. She even created an alternate identity she called “Harriet Brown,” a secret self that allowed her to move about more freely than the universally-recognized “Garbo” ever would.


Do the Wrong Thing
A girl’s gotta work. She’s gotta keep busy, bring home the bacon, and have some kind of occupation. When in doubt, the modern Fatale can ask herself this simple question: “What would Barbara Payton do?”
Career Opportunities for the Fatale
•Exploit men

•Be gun moll

•Perform as a world-weary nightclub chanteuse

•Shoot guns in a circus act

•Gamble (where playing dumb really counts)

•Spy

•Turn state’s evidence

•Be a showgirl

•Waitress at a roadside diner

•Work as a counter girl for a fine department store

•Run an international casino

•Take part in underworld crime

•Lie, cheat, and/or steal to get her mitts on the money

•Rule the world

But the Fatale also has to have a hobby.
•Traveling (particularly the kind that’s on the lam)

•A little dancing and singing

•Studying astrology

•Writing incriminating letters or a juicy diary

•Making long-distance phone calls to old lovers

•Distilling perfumes and poisons

•Having a nice, distracting affair with a mechanic named “Blackie”

•Taking long walks (to work out the holes in the plan)

•Penning a book called My Struggle while in the clink

•Drinking in a piano bar

•Swimming in the nude

Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Pick-pocketing Jewels from a Dinner Guest
Slim black gown festooned with a feather on the shoulders
and a long, filmy black cape.
(As worn by Madeleine de Beaupre,
played by Marlene Dietrich in “Desire.”)
Overseeing Her Gambling Establishment in Shanghai
Transparent black Chinese robe covered
in dramatic jeweled designs,
under which is a long gown made out of metallic fabric.
Elaborate, sculpturally braided hairstyle with a huge
ornament jutting from either side of the head.
Huge rings. Long talon-like fingernails.
Extra points: Eyebrows like flying wings.
(As seen on Mother Gin Sling, played by Ona Munson
in “Shanghai Gesture.”)
Robbing a Bank
Two-tone cowboy shirt tucked into form-fitting black pants.
Belt holster and guns slung around hips.
Cowboy hat with a string tie around the chin.
Cowboy boots almost to the knees.
(As worn by Laurie, played by Peggy Cummins in “Gun Crazy.”)




Man-Eating Made Simple
The Femme Fatale’s Purpose-Driven Life


“You better kiss me good-bye, Bart, because I won’t be here when you get back.”

—Laurie, played by Peggy Cummins in “Gun Crazy”

Goddess created woman and saw that it was good. But the woman was lonely because she had no one to torment, so Goddess took a couple ribs from the woman and created man. Goddess saw that it was good. Woman went up to the mountaintop and Goddess gave her a holy tablet. On it were inscribed these sacred words: “Thou shalt be Fatale.”
Legend has it that ancient man was in awe of woman’s reproductive abilities. She appeared a magical creature with god-like powers, capable of creating human beings—and seemingly from nothing. But one day man realized his part in the procedure and came to understand that the children she created also issued from him. The problem of knowing what “his” female was doing out of his presence and whether the children she bore were “his” could be rectified if he could control her— perhaps by keeping her in restraints, literal or social. Thus, the cautionary image of the rebellious femme fatale who refuses his control was born of man’s primal need to further his genes.
Likewise, man was not able to control his attraction for woman. She seemed to lure him to her and swallow him with her “vagina dentata” (the vagina with teeth). Her appeal felt a kind of bondage, a spell. On some fundamental level she controlled him. What better reason to build an entire system of beliefs to skew the power away from her and back to him? If she controlled him sexually and emotionally, he would attempt to control her in every other way.
But while there’s a compulsion to control women, men also can’t help the fact that they like everything, including dating and mating, to have a bit of challenge to it. If things are too sweet and easy, well, he just gets bored. That’s why he likes a girl who may look sweet (and easy, too), but on the inside he wants her to be the biggest lineman, the most vicious puncher, and the heaviest hitter he’s ever seen.


Fun Wit Da Boyz
Men absolutely adore mistreatment. They respond ever so well to disinterest, rudeness, disrespect, hellcat fights, and even abandonment. For some sick reason these behaviors drive them wild with desire, especially when they’re employed before and after bouts of kindness, gentleness, affection, attention, and interest. The trick is to interchange these forays into stereotypical nurturing behavior with enough she-devil shenanigans to keep a man thoroughly confused.
In the movie “Bugsy,” a small-time actress named Virginia Hill, played to perfection by Annette Bening, meets Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, the handsome gangster who went on to create Las Vegas. How did Virginia treat him? Well, first she insulted the living crap out of him and refused to take his calls. Then she drew blood by hurling an ashtray at his head, flaunted other men in front of him, and left him standing in the desert as she peeled off in his car. Finally she stole money from him. Why? Because she loved the rat bastard, that’s why. Bugsy’s response? “Isn’t she magnificent?”             
Men love to test the boundaries so a Fatale will do well by employing maddeningly inconsistent behavior. She must be unpredictable, wildly independent, and even unknowable. The method of bait’n’switch is tried and true; it sets the competitor within men aflame with the challenge of taming the female perpetrator into a purring, domesticated playmate-cum-servant. Though men believe they were born to run the show, a challenge in the form of a hot dame who displays independence and will set off the hamster wheels in the male brain, reminding them (subconsciously at least) of the exciting days of yore when survival and mating were sports of the most profound difficulty.
Helen, played by Ellen Barkin in “Sea of Love,” was decidedly cold to the scheming police detective when she met him for a supposed blind date, but her disinterest bewitched him more than solicitous kindness ever would. Truth be told, Helen was simply honest in dismissing the guy as someone for whom she felt no interest or attraction. Brutal honesty (something most women have been socialized never to use) works remarkably well in reeling in men like fish on a line.
Even if she can’t be a full-time femme fatale, any woman can sprinkle a dash of bitchery into her repertoire, for it’s the chili powder that makes the stew of existence bracing. But aren’t women rewarded for being nice? Oh yes—and Sparky went to heaven when he died. The key is for a potential Fatale to quit focusing on men, their needs, and their happiness, and to start focusing on her own goddamn agenda.


“Where’s My Daddy?”
 
For her part, the Fatale also has a tendency to go for cold-hearted jerks. Why? Well, it seems many Fatales had a daddy who never acknowledged her, one who abandoned her or was emotionally absent or—at the very least—a daddy who died, leaving her and her mother totally screwed. She was badly let down by that first man in her life and, subsequently, other men she’s known have failed to embody the qualities of the perfect paternal figure of her fantasies and have bitterly disappointed her. Ironically, the male who does lavish attention on her also violates the memory of Daddy as the grand withholder. As a consequence, all men must pay dearly.
Women Are Thinking About Mars Bars …
Men Are Thinking About Their —————
(Hint: Rhymes with “Venus”)
Young women assume men think and feel like they do when, in fact, they do not. Men should be regarded like pet pit bulls or baby boa constrictors—adored and sometimes cuddly, but also potentially dangerous. After all, most men are physically bigger and stronger than most women (the real reason why men probably came to dominate in the first place, but also why women came to develop their talents for tactical cunning). It’s not that the Fatale doesn’t like men or isn’t immensely attracted to them, but that the Fatale realizes men are different and must be regarded as such. Of course, it’s always nice to have a partner in crime, but the Fatale knows never to totally relax, for just when she’s all comfy that partner might run off with her best friend or clean out her savings account. And why would she want to get all comfy anyway? She can get all comfy when she’s dead.
It is folly for women to ask men for respect. It is foolhardy for a woman to complain about injustices and to in any way expect men to take an interest in her happiness and fulfillment. Men have their own problems. The Fatale realizes that she is in charge of herself.
Men labor under the illusion that they rule the world, but Fatales suspect men serve as noisy figureheads while the chicks surreptitiously run the show. For this reason the femme fatale does not ask for her “rights,” but, rather, takes them. She knows that if she has to ask she is abnegating her power. It’s not a man’s world. If it is, women were foolish to give it to them and must take it back without fanfare, quietly and stealthily. Men actually like women to be in charge, at least behind the scenes, for it’s a return to the warmth of mommy’s bosom where they can feel safe and secure.
It’s wise to allow men their dignity and their place, because they can be cute to have around. But if the Fatale is dealing with a man who is not fun to have around then she must turn the tables by refocusing her energies on herself, her happiness, and her fulfillment. He will be outraged and call her “selfish” and “cold” and “crazy” and “bitch,” not necessarily in that order. Nice try, pal.


Types of Men Favored by the Fatale
Not just any man will do for the femme fatale. She’ll scout around and test-drive several models. Finally, when she finds the one that will give her the most trouble, she’ll pounce. She particularly likes:
•The Big Bow Wow (the big dog)

•Individualists who don’t subscribe to the rules

•Wildly successful men who aren’t very nice

•Stable guys who save her from the big, bad world (but then bore her to tears and leave her cold)

•Detectives

•Gangsters and bad-asses of all ilk

•Good guys who dangle on a moral edge

•Thugs

•Wounded types who are vulnerable and looking for some direction

•Momma’s boys she can corrupt

•Guileless, hopelessly ethical men who can be manipulated through their unfulfilled desires




Fatale is as Fatale Does
Idle hands are the Devil’s workshop so the femme fatale busies herself with the following tasks:
Steal a Good Man from the Loving Embrace of His Family
What could be more pleasing than to nab an upstanding man from his family and to ruin him? Here’s how to do it:
1.The Fatale must take a fresh, fragrant rose in hand, walk near her intended male victim, then “accidentally” drop the flower to the ground. As the man bends down to pick it up for her she must lift her skirt slightly and extend her ankle. Viola! He’s hers for the taking! Wife? Children? Responsibilities? Reputation? All cast aside like so much dross!

2.The Fatale must then lure him into her den of sin, recline on a tapestry-draped chaise lounge, and take a piece of fruit in her teeth and feed it to him with a kiss. He will be hopelessly swept into the raging torrent that is her passion.

3.When he gets desperate letters from his wife the Fatale must rip them up and throw them into the fireplace. He belongs to her now, damn it! And the man is helpless to do anything about it. (Techniques employed by The Vampire, played by Theda Bara in “A Fool There Was.”)

Pit Him Against His Closest Relatives
After rebelling and escaping from her harem, the Fatale must use her exotic dancing skills to mesmerize an old sheikh. Once he is in her clutches she must turn her back on him and focus her charms on his attractive son. This will drive the old man crazy, ignite his jealousy, and lead to tragic consequences. (Techniques employed by The Dancer, played by Pola Negri in “One Arabian Night/Sumurun.”)
Turn a Respected Pillar of Society into a Pathetic Clown
To get revenge on the male populace en masse it is recommended that the Fatale reduce one high-profile man who boasts moral pretensions to a quivering, decrepit pile of dissolution. Here are her methods:
Step One: It is important that the Fatale scoff insolently at her respectable mark’s squeamishness and delicacy, as did “The Blue Angel’s” Lola Lola with Professor Immanuel Rath after he burst into her dressing room to confront her with the fact that she was distracting his students from their studies.
Step Two: Lured into her world, the professor promptly marries Lola Lola, quits his professorship at the school, and works in her tawdry club as a lowly dance hall clown. He must supplement their earnings by selling his wife’s naughty postcards as souvenirs to the riff raff who patronize the club. (Techniques employed by Lola Lola, played by Marlene Dietrich in “The Blue Angel.”)
Insult the Hell Out of Him
This technique is a Fatale specialty, one that has been illustrated time and time again by history’s most alluring femmes.
1. The Fatale must introduce herself to a man by “accidentally” dropping and rolling her lipstick toward him. He will pick it up, gaze at her approvingly, and hand it back to her. She must then apply her lipstick slowly, ignoring him completely as she does, and walk off without a word. From that moment on she must be as mean and insulting to him as possible. She must behave as if he is in the way and of absolutely no interest to her. One day he will grab her and kiss her. She must pull away, say nothing, and reapply her lipstick. This will make him feel like a cheap nobody and this is when she decides to make her move. (Technique employed by Cora, played by Lana Turner in “The Postman Always Rings Twice.”)

2. When her husband brings a man home to introduce to her she must regard him with complete sarcasm, insult his name, and put him down. (Technique employed by Gilda, played by Rita Hayworth in “Gilda.”)

3. When her drug-dealer boyfriend takes the Fatale out to a chic dance club, she must appear to be bored and disinterested. When her boyfriend’s new employee—the “muscle” in his shady organization—asks her to dance, she should comply without enthusiasm. When he tries to flirt with her she must insult him. When he compliments her she must cut him to the quick. (Technique employed by Elvira, played by Michelle Pfeiffer in “Scarface.”)

Act Singularly Unimpressed
When Ava Gardner came to Hollywood as one of the hundreds of pretty girls given a contract, she was essentially a nobody. Mickey Rooney, on the other hand, was a big honking somebody, a major star who had his own franchise of successful films and could have almost anything he wanted. When Mickey (who happened to be working on the set of “Babes on Broadway” and was dolled up as a campy imitation of Carmen Miranda) laid eyes on young Ava, he decided to make a play for her. But as he described in his autobiography, I.E., Ava was hardly the fluttering fan to whom he’d grown accustomed:
Had Ava done a handstand on meeting me, our romance might have ended on the spot. Had she come at me, as some other women, obviously determined to capitalize on my fame, it would have died in some other spot a few weeks later. But no, Ava didn’t seem to give a damn who I was, or what I was, or what I could do for her, or how much money I was making. Although she wanted to become an actress, she seemed to be disinterested in the box office king of the world… . My own youthful response to Ava’s aloofness was to employ what they call in basketball the all-court press. I invaded every aspect of her life. I was always available for such services as chauffeuring, dinner purchasing, dancing, squiring, impersonating and proposing. Ava in turn was unavailable. She gave me neither her heart, nor her body… . So there it was. The studio didn’t want me to marry Ava. My family was unenthusiastic. Ava was unenthusiastic. The wheels ground more quickly. I had to have her… . I called for Ava, escorted her, spun her into my wild and hectic orbit. She took it calmly, as though she had been born into my world. This frantic exciting arena must have seemed strange to her, but she adamantly refused to be awed.

Some months later Ava finally married Mickey. Naturally, he was a first class asshole. What else could she expect? But until his death, Mr. Rooney continued to be haunted by the memory of the girl who didn’t want him—the girl who got away.
Rebuff Him Even Though He’s a Big Shot
The young, newly married Rita Hayworth and her first husband were scheduled to take a weekend boating trip with Columbia studio head Harry Cohn. Rita’s creepy husband backed out at the last moment, intending to leave Rita alone with Cohn (the meanest and most lecherous vulgarian in Hollywood). Rita knew she was being set-up by her no good pimping mate. She knew his selfish intent was to further his wife’s career through the casting-couch routine which, if successful, would allow him to sit pretty while she worked her ass off and brought home the bacon. Rita had her revenge, though, which was to refuse to sleep with Cohn on what for him was a long and supremely frustrating weekend. This had the effect of driving the studio boss absolutely crazy and spurred him to obsess about her for decades. As a result he made Rita Hayworth the brightest star of Columbia Studio—while she dumped her lousy husband. Rita’s contribution to the Fatale effort? Thwart him, keep thwarting him, and never stop thwarting him.
Throw Away His Gifts
Here are two tried-and-true methods for throwing away a man’s gifts:
1. When her boyfriend fails to give her the full-length mink fur coat she desires and instead gives her a short fur coat, she must go with him to a nightclub while wearing the disappointing garment, saunter up to the dance floor, and then throw the coat on it, saying, “Whoever grabs it can have it!” A melee will ensue. The hated short coat will be “donated” to the quickest and most aggressive girl in the club.

2.When a man gives her a bouquet of roses (say, a famous director who is entranced by her beauty), she must accept the gift but promptly turn her attentions to another man (one who is not giving her the attentions she so richly deserves) and then slap his face with the thorny flowers. Rose petals will scatter everywhere. The “slapee’s” face will trickle with blood. The bouquet-giver will be livid. Hooray! (Techniques employed by Louise Brooks.)

Jack Him Around
Master Class in Man-Jacking: The Fatale must sit on a man’s lap and kiss him. Then she must spring up and scream, “Let me go! Don’t you touch me!” She must demand to know whether he has other girlfriends. This is an appropriate moment to burst into tears. She must not allow him to kiss her unless he proclaims his love. She must be “out” every time he comes to visit. She must then send a letter saying she never wants to see him again and that her heart is bleeding. She must then brutally discard him. It is appropriate to visit him the next day and say, “I came to see if you are dead. If you had loved me enough you would have killed yourself last night.” His discombobulation will reach the tipping point and he will lose his mind. (Techniques employed by Concha Perez, played by Marlene Dietrich in “The Devil is a Woman.”)
Steal His Car
When a Good Samaritan (male, naturellment) stops to help a Fatale by offering her a ride, the Fatale must steal his car and leave him standing in the middle of the road midst a cloud of dust. When this Good Samaritan eventually tracks her down she mustn’t be sheepish, fearful of his wrath, or otherwise apologetic. She must simply claim that because he was driving so slowly she was afraid she’d miss a luncheon date so she was forced to steal his car. Appropriately, he will fall in love with her. (Techniques employed by Madeleine de Beaupre, played by Marlene Dietrich in “Desire.”)
Get the Goods on Him
When a man attempts to harm a Fatale (by having her gambling establishment shut down, for example), she must get the goods on him and expose him in public. Such was Mother Gin Sling’s method when she learned that a certain Sir Guy Charteris, a supposedly upstanding man, threatened her livelihood. Ms. Sling instructed her henchmen thusly: “Find out when he arrived, where he’s from. Find his mistakes. Every man makes them. If he’s successful he makes quite a few. Should be easy to find a few things to stop him.” Mother Gin Sling then demonstrated that after a Fatale has the goods on a man, she must throw an elaborate dinner party on the Chinese New Year and, after the appetizers, call the man out in front of everyone and expose his real identity. With his moral authority burnt to the ground, the Fatale emerges the victor. After all—it’s just business. (Techniques employed by Mother Gin Sling, played by Ona Munson in “Shanghai Gesture.”)
Go Through Men Like Silk Stockings
Stockings run. They get “ladders” and have to be replaced. And all Fatales know that men can be like stockings: useful for a brief moment in time, then ruined and suitable only for the rubbish heap.
Consider the following scenario: A Fatale finds herself working as a nurse—not an ideal situation because she really doesn’t enjoy caretaking sick people, but one in which she is afforded the opportunity to make “mistakes” (such as “accidentally” leaving the window wide open so that her patient, a married female, dies in the night). Nurse Fatale is then free to pursue the grieving widower (who happens to make a good living in the oil industry) and to retire from nursing. Unfortunately, though, the new hubby ends up being crabby, cranky, cheap, stingy, and mean … but he does have an insurance policy, one that pays double in certain circumstances. This is brought to her attention by a helpful insurance salesman, so a little liaison with the guy seems the proper course. The next thing you know the Fatale’s crabby husband dies in an accident and the insurance pays double. Of course the insurance man is now hoping to be her boyfriend, but if she can properly “arrange things” with him she will be able to run off with someone she really finds entertaining: her step-daughter’s thuggy boyfriend. It’s sort like going through stockings; when one has served its purpose and is ready to be discarded, there’s always another to take its place. (Technique employed by Phyllis, played by Barbara Stanwyck in “Double Indemnity.”)
Play Ping-Pong With Men’s Hearts
The saga of Barbara Payton and her treatment of Franchot Tone and Tom Neal is one for the Fatale Hall of Fame.
The story begins simply enough with its Cinderella-like tones. A pretty young girl moves to Hollywood, becomes a promising starlet, and is noticed by a refined and respected film actor (Franchot Tone, who happens to be Joan Crawford’s ex). This man wines her, dines her, and comes to adore her. Eventually he proposes marriage. Before the blessed event can take place the engaged starlet clip-clops her way to a pool party. While there she spies a meat-bag B-movie actor (Tom Neal) strutting around in his swimming trunks. A hot, illicit romance ensues. It is then that Payton’s true Fatale identity emerges for she proceeds to pit her two boyfriends against one another in a kind of death match that goes on for years as she runs from one and then to the other. Highlights include Tom Neal’s beating Franchot Tone into an eighteen-hour coma and two-week hospitalization, Tone’s threat on Payton’s and Neal’s lives, Payton’s 53-day marriage to Tone, Tone’s filing for divorce with the excuse of extreme mental cruelty, Payton’s marriage to Neal and prompt cuckolding of him with a hotel suite full of cowboys, Payton’s divorce from Neal, and Tone’s subsequent re-marriage proposal to Payton. Why should a Fatale tune into televised ping-pong championships when she can arrange her own entertainment?
Stand Him Up in Some Gin Joint
Accepting or making a date and then standing up that date is always appropriate—especially when the man in question is a private eye and he’s hot on the Fatale’s trail. Showing up for awhile and then vanishing mid-date is another good call, especially if this occurs in some shadowy gin joint. Slip off to the “powder room” and then just split. It’s also not a bad tactic to be forever out of reach, always leaving the scene after a man’s interest has been provoked. Being busy, unavailable, and on her way to greener pastures is the Fatale’s way. The build up of anticipation, the satisfaction of having a taste of a siren’s precious company, and then the sudden loss of that company is a femme fatale specialty. (Techniques employed by Helen/Velma, played by Claire Trevor in “Murder, My Sweet” and Ellen, played by Gene Tierney in “Leave Her to Heaven.”)
Pull the Wolf-in-Lamb’s-Clothing Routine
Though it’s hard to imagine Marilyn Monroe (the supposedly sweet, man-pleasing ditz) sneering at and otherwise ignoring a man, she does so in the guise of Rose Loomis in “Niagara” and the sight is electrifying. Rose’s victim is her emotionally fragile husband who she keeps pacified by doling out insincere sweet nothings. As soon as she is able, though, she runs off to kiss her super-cute secret boyfriend while hiding in a cloud of mist beneath the Niagara Falls. Naturally, her husband “disappears” and it is then that she effectively employs the Little Lost Lamb Routine. The choreography of this routine includes the following:
•A polite, worried manner of concern and distress

•A trembling lip and tears

•A hanky

•A soft, shaky voice

•A certain wide-eyed, dumb quality

This will keep the police or detectives at bay, probably long enough for the Fatale to remove all suspicion of doubt. (This technique was also employed by Ruth/Brigid, played by Mary Astor in “The Maltese Falcon.”)
“ The Secret”
The Fatale understands that it’s all about positive thinking. If she believes it, it will come to be. Everything in the universe exists because of the law of attraction and if she harnesses that law, she can do anything. She just needs to visualize the thing or situation she desires and encapsulate it in a mental bubble, sending it off into the fluffy pink clouds of her imagination. If she believes it, it will come to be … especially if what she believes is that some dumb sap will stumble her way so she can put the screws on him—but good. She imagines luring a man to her and then destroying him. She pictures squeezing a guy for all he’s got, wringing him dry, turning him into a nub of pain, then casting him aside. And because she imagines it, because she really believes it, it comes to be. Such is the power of “the secret.”


Fatale Goals
 
It’s good to have life goals. Big goals, small goals, things a girl wants to do before she kicks the bucket—her to-do list will keep her focused, keep her eyes on the prize. Those who keep a list of their goals accomplish more. Just the act of writing down the goals will set the wheels in motion.
Here are some of the Fatale’s favorite goals:
•First and foremost, corrupt some decent chap with her feminine wiles

•Play a guy for a sucker

•Ruin an innocent young person

•Get someone else to do the dirty work

•Take off with the loot

•Double-cross her ex so he plays the patsy

•Date a man who’s in the mob

•Marry a guy named Slim Dundee for the money

•Convince her beau to aid and abet a crime (i.e. be the driver in a heist)

•Cause the downfall of a powerful businessman by extorting money from him

•Smash somebody’s heart

•Throw over her crime boss boyfriend to be with her new boyfriend after getting him to help the crime boss boyfriend

•Get her love interest to make money illegally, then abscond with it knowing he can’t report her

•Convince a man to get her out of trouble and then split

•Be in bed with a politician when he dies

•Laugh uproariously when a man asks her to marry him

•Get some sucker to murder her husband and then kill the sucker too

•Secretly date her stepdaughter’s boyfriend (who’s named “Nino”)




Meeting Men
Countless books, articles, websites, and Learning Annex classes are devoted to the subject of meeting others for the purpose of romance. Here the Fatale has little trouble and needs expend virtually no effort, because she remembers the words of badass Jeanne Moreau: “If you don’t give a damn, men look at you.”
Take a page from the luscious Angie Dickinson circa 1964 playing Sheila “The Wrecker” Farr in a remake of “The Killers.” She drives up to a racetrack in her convertible and saunters over (all smiles) to meet her mark, Johnny North, a race car driver with whom she really must get acquainted. Sheila’s lesson? Just show up at the track and talk smack.


Conversation Between Sheila and Johnny
Played by Angie Dickinson and John Cassavetes
in “The Killers”
Johnny: You dig fast cars?

Sheila: Haven’t seen any lately Johnny.

Johnny: Oh, you know me.

Sheila: I saw you win in Orlando.

Johnny: Maybe you don’t think I’m going to win here.

Sheila: Oh, I can’t say I’m too impressed.

Johnny:: You have a name?

Sheila: Sheila. Farr.

Johnny: Pretty cool aren’t you Miss Farr?

Sheila: Only when there’s nothing to be excited about.

Johnny: Have you ever been in one of these?

Sheila: Nope.

Johnny: Think you’d have the guts to?

Sheila: Sure.

(He motions to his mechanic who’s working on the car.)

Johnny: Earl, lock her up.




A Fatale-Scout is Always Prepared
A Fatale is always prepared, for she knows that her man’s family, friends, partners, and co-workers will try to persuade him to break off the relationship. Mothers-in-law will hate the Fatale because she has stolen the innocent boy from the old floozy’s suffocating clutches. Friends will be jealous as hell and will advise him to get out before it’s too late, all the while trying to date the Fatale themselves. Sisters-in-law and female co-workers might even attempt to sabotage the relationship since they sense their positions in his life being usurped by a female interloper in black rayon. For these reasons the Fatale regards anyone in her man’s life with extreme prejudice and is always equipped with the following items in her Fatale-Aid Kit:
•Tranquilizers

•Pocket knife

•Rope

•Duct tape

•Gag

•Blindfold

•Cinderblocks

•Large plastic trash bags

Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Picking Up a Hapless Guy on the Street
Black satin short-sleeved V-neck dress, slightly ruched, with puffy sleeves.
Accessories should consist of a dangling broach, matching bracelets
and earrings, black shoes with ankle straps and ties, and a round,
dark-colored purse with pale beading.
A transparent raincoat should be worn over the dress.
(As worn by Kitty, played by Joan Bennett in “Scarlet Street.”)
Visiting Guys in the Local Jail
Huge white lace picture hat, white lace parasol, long white dress
with white lace over shoulders, large diamond broach on shoulder,
white flowers over one ear, spit curl on forehead, large ruffles at cuffs.
(As worn by Concha, played by Dietrich in “The Devil is a Woman.”)
Hanging Out with Gangsters
Long white gown in crepe with slit down the chest, sparkly round collar,
large sparkly cuffs, full gathered skirt, and full sleeves.
High-heeled sandals, hoop earrings, tousled hair.
Insouciant manner.
(As worn by Debbie, played by Gloria Graham in “The Big Heat.”)


What to Do With Yucky Old Husbands
Cora (from “The Postman Always Rings Twice”), Phyllis (from “Double Indemnity”), Gilda (from “Gilda”), Elsa/Rosalee (from “The Lady from Shanghai”), and Lorna (from “Bad Blonde”/”The Flanagan Boy”) are all married to Yucky Old Husbands. How they got with these guys is another story (one that usually involves having been painted into a corner by life’s injustices). Of course, once she’s entered into wedded bliss, the Fatale can always Monday-morning quarterback the situation enough to realize that she’s made a dreadful mistake and is now stuck with—yes—a Yucky Old Husband.
It’s such a bummer being married to a Yucky Old Husband that a Fatale takes desperate measures to be un-married to him. The usual methods of escape (divorce, annulment, running away to a foreign country) are either too slow or would result in her receiving the short end of the financial stick. After all, she’s not going to walk away barehanded—not after all she’s put up with. It would be so much easier to just make her Yucky Old Husband disappear. That simple wish seems a lot more feasible once another man enters the picture.
There are some effective Fatale methods for ridding themselves of Yucky Old Husbands:
The Cliff-Plunge
After Frank’s first effort to kill Cora’s husband Nick fails (Nick ended up in the hospital with the supposition that he “slipped in the bathtub”), Cora sees to it that Frank takes surer measures. This time Frank not only gets Nick stinking drunk and whacks him on the head, but he also sends Nick over a cliff in the family car. Yes, Cora sacrifices a perfectly good car, but she, as Nick’s widow, also inherits Nick’s diner. This means, crucially, that all the sweat equity she’d put into the place during those boring years she was married to Nick is not lost.
Strangulation on the Way to the Train
Phyllis Dietrichson’s new beau, insurance salesman Walter Neff, strangles her husband as she drives him to the train station. Walter had merely to hide in the back seat and wait for Phyllis’s signal. Walter then places Mr. Dietrichson’s body on the train track so that it appears as if Dietrichson had fallen off the train and died. (It could’ve happened to anybody.) Phyllis, as the grieving widow, is the beneficiary of her husband’s insurance policy.
Suicide
Ballin Mundson absolutely adores his wife Gilda. He also leans heavily on Johnny Farrell, his employee and right hand man. That is why, when Ballin discovers his beloved Gilda canoodling with his trusted Johnny, the shock and betrayal are so great that he appears to commit suicide in an oh-so-dramatic fashion: blowing himself up in his own plane. This frees Gilda to marry Johnny without having to go through a messy divorce with Ballin.
Shooting in a Hall of Mirrors
Elsa/Rosalee has an absolutely tortured relationship with her rich husband, Arthur Bannister. It’s so confusing, so distorted, so excruciating, that it’s unsurprising they end up squaring off in a hall of mirrors where Elsa/Rosalee coolly shoots him to death.
Drowning
Lorna is so fed up with tiresome husband Giuseppe she succeeds in convincing boxer Johnny Flanagan to off him by any means necessary. And though she gives him a bottle with poison pills in it, Johnny’s method is to stage an “accident”: Johnny hides in Giuseppe’s fishing boat as the hapless hubby rows out on a lake, then Johnny knocks Giuseppe into the water where he drowns. How sad. As a suddenly-single girl, Lorna is now free to marry Johnny.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Murdering Her Husband in a Car
White broad-shouldered jacket coat with wide lapels. White skirt.
White beret and white gloves. White heels.
Extra points: Hair should be medium-short, bleached platinum, and well-curled.
(As worn by Cora, played by Lana Turner
in “The Postman Always Rings Twice.”)
Murdering Her Husband in a Hall of Mirrors
Black dress suit, black hat with small ribbons, five short beaded necklaces
in graduating lengths, large dark fur, and strappy shoes.
(Worn by Rosalee, played by Rita Hayworth
in “The Lady from Shanghai.”)
Murdering Her Husband by Paying a Thug to Kill Him
and Fake His Suicide
Black coat with ample shoulder pads. Black gloves and purse.
Sheer scarf covering hair.
(As worn by Claire, played by Leslie Brooks in “Blonde Ice.”)
Meeting with Lawyers to Discuss Her Husband’s Will
Immediately After She’s Murdered Him
A long-sleeved black wrap dress with deep
V-neckline and pleated skirt.
A long string of pearls. Envelope purse.
(As worn by Matty Walker, played by Kathleen Turner
in “Body Heat.”)


How to Handle a Scary Mafioso Boyfriend
At some point in her life the Fatale will probably have a Scary Mafioso Boyfriend. It’s one of those dark rites of passage, sort of like having to take algebra, bury her first pet, and work retail.
The Fatale quickly learns that having a Scary Mafioso Boyfriend is not desirable. Scary Mafiosos are violent, crazy, and unpredictable—and if someone has to be violent, crazy, and unpredictable, it should be her. The Fatale knows she must extract herself from the relationship, but that in and of itself is tricky. Here are her methods for handling her Scary Mafioso Boyfriend:
Hide in Some Exotic Place
Kathie, played by Jane Greer in “Out of the Past,” finds herself in what is for the Fatale a classic situation. Entangled with a possessive, high-end hood who watches her every step and tries to control her every move, Kathie has no choice but to sneak off to Mexico. There she slinks around at night hitting this quaint club and that quaint bar in fashionable, lonely exile. Naturally, her Scary Mafioso Boyfriend will hire some flunky to try to track her down (if she’s lucky he’ll be Robert Mitchum). If she plays her cards right she might be able to start a whole new life, say, singing in a nightclub, running an illegal gambling operation, or even taking on a whole new identity.
Screw Him Over
For braver souls, Fatales have the example of Kitty, played by Ava Gardner in “The Killers.” Kitty appears to be the perfect gangster’s moll: in on the action, up on her Scary Mafioso Friend’s plans, willing to aid and abet. The reality, though, is that she bides her time until she can get her paws on the loot, at which point she will surprise everyone by splitting the scene and disappearing into the ether, alone. She was no mere partner, no sidekick. Kitty’s genius was in convincing all of the players in her world (including the Scary Mafiosos) that she was allied with them, while in fact she was playing solo.
Accidents Will Happen
It might be surprising that a wildly successful, famous, beautiful, and wealthy movie star like Lana Turner would become involved with a two-bit Scary Mafioso Boyfriend. It shouldn’t be, though, for in spite of the Hollywood trappings, Lana was a true Fatale, a girl who walked on the dark side.
In the spring of ’57, Lana Turner was finally rid of her gorgeous fourth husband who (not so gorgeously) had abused Lana’s daughter Cheryl and left the star with a ravenous need for some distraction, Fatale-style. When Lana met handsome, charming John Steele, he seemed to fit the bill. How he made a living she could only guess. His weird little gift shop didn’t seem substantial enough to keep anyone afloat, let alone a charmer who liked to wine and dine the ladies.
Lana soon discovered that her new boyfriend was actually Johnny Stompanato, a man who not only had underworld ties but one who was an associate of the powerful gangster Mickey Cohen. What’s more, Lana found that Johnny was jealous, gun-wielding, frightening, and even showed up on her film sets ready to make trouble. By the spring of ’58 Lana desperately wanted to rid herself of her Scary Mafioso Boyfriend and thoroughly dissed the guy by not inviting him to accompany her to that year’s Oscar ceremony. Instead, she went with daughter Cheryl and confided in her after the ceremony that she was about to dump uncle Johnny.
Shortly thereafter, Lana attempted to extract her Scary Mafioso Boyfriend from her life and a violent argument ensued. From Cheryl’s position outside of her mother’s bedroom she could hear Johnny threatening to cut her mother’s beautiful face, kill her grandmother, and “get your daughter too.” Fourteen-year-old Cheryl, having enough of her mother’s Fatale DNA to know how to handle these situations, ran down to the kitchen and grabbed a knife. She then stood outside her mother’s bedroom door and asked to be allowed in. Her mother told her to leave, but Johnny swung open the door and, in the blink of a well-mascaraed eye, walked directly into Cheryl’s knife. Lana and Cheryl reported later that Johnny said, “My God, Cheryl, what have you done?,” fell on the floor, and died. The killing of Johnny Stompanato was deemed a justifiable homicide and another Scary Mafioso Boyfriend bit the dust.


The Indispensable Private Detective
In the course of events, The Fatale will find that she needs a private detective. Detectives always teeter-totter on a fence that separates right from wrong. They are morally ambiguous, even amoral, and that appeals mightily to the femme fatale.
The Fatale will play a game with her Indispensable Private Detective in which she pretends she is good woman in a bad situation and in need of help. The detective will take pity and fall in love with her. Then, in spite of the detective’s worldly wisdom and hard-earned experience, he will become helplessly caught in the web in which she attempts to manipulate him to do her bidding. The proceedings will resemble a chess game, perhaps even a tango dance, and will involve gunplay and require a wardrobe of fancy lingerie. (Advice to the Fatale: Just keep the tears coming and the sad stories flowing.) And just when the Fatale has got her Indispensable Private Detective feeling like a big strong man, she must ease him into her real plan, the bad thing she needs him to do so they can be together forever. (Hint: The “bad thing” she needs him to do probably involves getting her current husband or boyfriend out of the way.) Once the deed is done it’s Paradise City for the Fatale and her detective. But after the deed is done and the Fatale’s plate is free and clear of all nuisance husbands and/or boyfriends, she has one last task on her list—the one that involves getting the hell rid of her Indispensable Private Detective.
Her scheme may work—or it may not. Whatever the case, it’s worth a try. No one ever said the Fatale isn’t a high roller. (See Ruth/Brigid in “The Maltese Falcon,” Helen/Velma in “Murder, My Sweet,” and Evelyn in “Chinatown.”)
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Confronting a Detective in His Office
Greige (gray/beige) suit over white blouse.
Fedora hat dipping low over one side of the face. Large brooch.
(As worn by Evelyn Mulray, played by Faye Dunaway
in “Chinatown.”)
Receiving Her Detective in Her Hotel Room
Dapper, man-styled striped bathrobe. Distressed manner.
Extra points: Open suitcase with delicate, feminine lingerie draped over it.
(As worn by Ruth/Brigid O’Shaughnessy, played by Mary Astor
in “The Maltese Falcon.”)
Meeting Her Detective at His Apartment
Long black evening gown with sequins and a large broach.
Hair is swept up in a pompadour with jeweled stars along the back of the head.
A huge, fluffy black muff.
(As worn by Helen/Velma, played by Claire Trevor
in “Murder, My Sweet.”)
Meeting a Detective in a Nightclub
Gold metallic minidress with draped neckline and extremely low back.
Dangling gold earrings, gold cuff bracelet and gold ring,
tousled hair pinned to head.
(As worn by Catherine Tramell,
played by Sharon Stone in “Basic Instinct.”)


Typical Male Ruses for Getting Into
a Woman’s Pants, Manipulating Her Into Being His Personal Servant,
and Generally Ruining Her Life
At this point it might be tempting to feel sorry for men, but don’t. Think of all the nefarious tactics they’ve used against women:
•The “Prince Charming” Act (Two seconds after crossing over the threshold upon returning home from the honeymoon he will turn into the biggest jerk the world has ever known.)

•The “White Knight” Ruse (This is generally used by men who do not have a suit of armor, a white horse, a sword, a lance, or any ability to save anyone, least of all themselves.)

•Expressing Keen Interest in Her Ideas (He most likely wants to take advantage of her hard work, steal her ideas, and take credit for them—and get in her pants.)

•Giving Unsolicited Advice, Correcting Her, Lecturing Her, “Explaining” Things to Her, “Enlightening” Her, and Otherwise Trying to Convince Her That He is Superior and She is in Need of His Help (Honey, he isn’t interested in helping her with anything; he’s interested in helping himself.)

•Making Unflattering Observations About Her Life (This is an effort to disguise the fact that he’s not doing so well in his.)

•Chopping Her Down (He wants her bad.)

•Apropos of Nothing, Indicating That She Isn’t That Great (He thinks she’s great.)

•Playing the Hurt Little Boy Routine (He wants to be mommied.)

•Manipulative, Controlling Behavior (This man is a bully—and weak, insecure, and neurotic.)

•Casually Throwing into the Conversation His Shoe Size (As if she’s a brood mare hoping to be serviced)

•Adopting a Super-Studly Pose (This man is devoid of real confidence.)

•Putting Down Her Man (He’s insanely jealous.)

•Grabbing His Crotch in Public (This means it’s small.)

•Talking About His Sexual Prowess (He has none.)

•Questioning Her Sexual Orientation (He’s hurt that she doesn’t flirt with him.)

•Ascribing to Her Dark Perversions (He’s a deviant with a sick and dirty mind but thinks it’s women’s fault.)

•Putting Down Women in General (This man has failed to find romance and is bitter about it.)

These ruses all deserve the same response: This man must be symbolically—if not literally—smooshed beneath the heel of the Fatale’s black boot. At the very least she must brush him off and go find a nice gangster or detective with whom to spend her precious time.




“ There’s a Name For You Ladies
… ”
Other Women and Why the Femme Fatale Hates Them


“Well girls, looks like it’s back to the perfume counter for me. And by the way, there’s a name for you ladies, but it isn’t used in high society … outside of a kennel.”

—Crystal Allen, played by Joan Crawford in the original

version of “The Women”

Any femme fatale will have her detractors—female detractors. Historically, vamps have little to do with other women, at least if they can help it. They wisely know that sisterhood doesn’t exist and any supposed rainbow of love and cozy camaraderie between females is rare, if not a sham altogether.
If an attractive or charming woman appears on the scene she will throw off the balance of power in the tribe. The jungle drums will beat, every woman will be on notice that a threatening interloper has entered their midst, and the tribeswomen will do their best to extract the new chick—but quick. They’ll use any means necessary, but gossip, rumor, smear campaigns, and character assassination are the tried-and-true methods, a sort of social stoning. And a Fatale must be ready.
No one—that is no one—will whack a Fatale like another woman. No one will destroy her trust, throw away her loyalty, show disregard for her generosity, or mangle her heart more than another female. And no matter how genuinely good a girl might be and how normal her life appears, her “friends” will despise her victories and relish her defeats more than anyone. And that is why the femme fatale must fight fire with fire.
Debbie and Grandma
Growing up the femme fatale had no female role model that was worth a damn. She was a kind of Cinderella, relegated to a childhood of toiling midst the cinders—minus the glass slipper and the prince who was to come to her rescue.
Take for example cute little teenaged Debbie, played by Rose McGowan in “Devil in the Flesh.” The lady from Social Services drops Debbie off at her grandmother’s house after Debbie’s mother dies in a fire. Going to live with Granny doesn’t sound so bad, except that Granny is a cruel religious fanatic who verbally abuses Debbie and uses her as an uncompensated maid. Granny even refuses to buy Debbie school clothes, forcing her to attend class in her mother’s old outfits left over from the Australophithecine era. This, of course, forces Debbie to shoplift appropriate school attire (such as midriff tops and miniskirts). Finally Granny enters Debbie’s room and reads her diary. What choice does Debbie have but to kill Granny with her own cane?
Mother Gin Sling and Poppy
Take also the complicated relationship in “Shanghai Gesture” between Mother Gin Sling and the refined Poppy. Having been raised in a Swiss finishing school, Poppy visits her fancy aristocratic father, Sir Charteris, in Shanghai where he is “conducting business.” On a lark, Poppy is taken to Mother Gin Sling’s gambling casino—the sort of decadent place to which she has never been exposed. Poppy quickly begins gambling away her costly diamond jewelry and, with what seems to be tacit encouragement from Mother Gin Sling (who advances her just enough money to keep her in the game), Poppy becomes hopelessly addicted to both gambling and alcohol.
Fortunately, Poppy’s father finds out what Poppy’s up to and, to save what remains of her virtue, puts her on a plane out of town. Mother Gin Sling (who seeks revenge on Charteris for trying to take away her casino) thwarts Charteris by bringing Poppy back to Shanghai and presenting her to Charteris in a state of total disillusion, thoroughly corrupted and ruined. Mother describes how, after Charteris abandoned her years before, she pulled herself up from poverty to buy her casino and become a kick ass dragon lady. But Sir Charteris, claiming he had believed she was dead, then tells Mother Gin Sling that Poppy is her daughter. Poppy screams that she would never have a mother like Gin Sling so Mother finishes what she started and shoots Poppy dead.
Miriam and Sarah
Granted, female blood relatives may be an unmitigated disaster, but what of friends? Surely a femme fatale can find a bosom buddy who has the right stuff?
Take Miriam, Catherine Deneuve’s character in “The Hunger.” Miriam has a new gal pal, Dr. Sarah Roberts. What does Miriam do with her? Being a vampire, she does the friendliest thing she can by initiating a lesbian love scene and then sucking the blood right out of Sarah’s veins. This sounds perfectly horrific, except that by sucking Sarah’s blood, Miriam gives Sarah eternal life. This would seem absolutely marvelous, except that by giving Sarah eternal life, Miriam dooms her to a life of killing to survive. See how complicated friendships with women are? Somehow Sarah turns the tables and brings Miriam down, though in doing so Sarah becomes the new queen bee proprietress of a crew of vampire acolytes bent on killing for survival. And this is how female relationships go: a veritable merry-go-‘round of power grabs and baiting-and-switching that leave the femme fatale as alone as a tigress.
Mary and Crystal
Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the original film “The Women,” in which the angelic wife (Mary Haines, played to dewy-eyed perfection by Norma Shearer) is beset by enemies in her own territory. Sweet Mary learns of her husband’s affair while having her nails done by a gossiping manicurist. Such is the nature of a woman’s life: her misery is entertainment for the feminine masses. Meanwhile, the vicious man-eater who stole her man (Crystal, played by a simmering Joan Crawford) was never under the illusion that she had real friends. She knows that any female with whom she associates will turn on her on a dime. Neither does Crystal believe that she will ever have anything approaching “real” love with a man. She considers that “sob stuff.” Her life is one of man-hopping for the purpose of material and social advancement, thank you very much.
Yes, the femme fatale learns over time not to trust women. She knows that, according to the big invisible sisterly scoreboard in the sky, loyal female friendships are less important than the acquisition of power. Other women are for venting upon and with. They are not the holders of trust and, ultimately, could care less about another woman’s wellbeing. She knows that life is a game that must be played strategically and that, while a Fatale may develop temporary alliances, those alliances will fall by the wayside when it comes time to go “all in” and bet everything she has for the big win.
Shanghai Lily and Hui Fei
The only female friend a femme fatale can hope for is a temporary ally whose agenda momentarily intersects hers. Shanghai Lily had such a friendship—if that’s what it could be called—with the slitheringly cool character with whom she shares a train compartment in “Shanghai Express”: Hui Fei. An acquaintance said of them, “One of them is yellow and the other one is white, but both their souls are rotten.” Together they created double-strength Fatalism when, between listening to phonograph songs and smoking cigarettes, Hui Fei calmly murdered the heinous warlord Henry Chang, thereby freeing Lily and herself of his dictatorial sadism. And that’s what real friendship is made of.
In real life Dietrich was said to have only one friend at Paramount: Mae West (though they never once socialized off the lot). Yes, the femme fatale is a solitary lady, a creature who ultimately prowls alone, without true friends or real understanding. She knows that life is a big existential void in which we bob around together for a short while, but that we never really have pals upon whom we can wholly trust. The femme fatale can probably count females who were genuine “friends” on two or three fingers and they probably include a relative she hasn’t seen in ages, her hairdresser or maid, and a former schoolmate or co-worker who now lives in another part of the country.
Madame de Merteuil and Cecile
Young, inexperienced female associates must be shown the ways of the world. They were put on this earth to be manipulated for the older, more experienced woman’s purposes, wrung out like sweet, juicy fruit that will turn hurt and disillusioned, bitter and poisonous, jaded and enraged. And then the whole cycle will begin again.
Take, for example, the case of Madame de Merteuil and her little cousin Cecile. Sweet, innocent, trusting Cecile looked up to her gorgeous, worldly mentor, so when Madame discovered that little Cecile was engaged to be married to Madame’s secret lover, Madame saw to it that the bride-to-be would get a proper education—and so would Madame’s secret lover.
“Girlfriends”
The femme fatale also eventually learns that having a platonic male friend (a.k.a. “girlfriend”) rarely works. If he is heterosexual he waits patiently in the wings, hoping she’ll slip and land on his male accoutrement. He can’t imagine that she will never like him “that way” because she sees him as a “girlfriend” and that’s that. When he at long last becomes cognizant of the truth of her yawning disinterest in a romantic alliance he is furious and, to assuage his wounded pride, becomes as snaky an enemy as she’ll ever have. And so, friends? For the femme fatale? Nyet. Nein. Non. No in forty languages.
Mastering the Catty Come-back
When one is a female living in a world of females there are generally three modes of interaction: the socially acceptable nicey-nice (which is used most often), the vent-complain-and-cry (which is reserved for those one temporarily calls “friends”), and the catty comeback. The catty comeback is not employed every day (that is, unless one is French).
There is an art to the catty comeback, though it comes naturally to anyone who produces estrogen and can thereby sniff out a put-down at fifty paces. Put-downs from other females, though they may come in the form of barely perceptible, unusually subtle communications of contempt and loathing, are unmistakable. The most effective are deployed with a soft voice and cheerful smile, and will be returned in kind. It is possible to engage in all-out warfare in public—even over what seems a civilized dinner.


How to Deal with Fellow Females
Again, because dealing with females is one of the most treacherous occupations she will encounter, a Fatale must have a plan. Here are tried-and-true methods:
•Cultivate fake friendliness to keep them at bay

•Ignore them completely

•Steal their men

•Regard them with suspicion

•Throw them off the trail by pretending to join the sisterhood

•Enjoy momentary glimpses of camaraderie, knowing they will disappear in a flash

•Bring them down

•Double-cross them

•Remember: “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”—but only for so long

•Live side-by-side like irritable cats, agreeing not to trespass each other’s territory

Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Scoping Out Her Female Competition
Slim steel-colored long-sleeved dress in lace.
Black hat that rises from the head like a mushroom stalk
decorated with dangling jewels.
Black gloves and purse. Buff-colored stole.
Three-strand pearl necklace with large single-pearl earrings.
(As worn by Julia Lambert, played by Annette Bening in “Being Julia.”)
Nabbing Her Girlfriend’s Boyfriend
Long, slim, black satin suit with broad-shouldered over-jacket.
Five-strand pearl necklace with dangly pearl earrings and pearl bracelet.
White gloves. Black pumps. Boxy black satin purse.
(As worn by Amy North, played by Lauren Bacall in
“Young Man with a Horn.”)
Telling Another Woman on the Eve of Her Wedding
That Her Fiancé Has Been Unfaithful
Diaphanous strapless gown with a tiny waist
and a long, full skirt.
Long wrap lined in mink.
Elaborate diamond necklace and earrings.
(As worn by Eva, played by Joan Crawford in “Queen Bee.”)




Malice Aforethought
How to Do Really Bad Things


“I hate you so much that I would destroy myself to take you down with me …. Hate is a very exciting emotion. Haven’t you noticed? Very exciting.”

—Gilda, played by Rita Hayworth in “Gilda”

Femme fatale. Don’t forget the second part of the equation—the “fatal” part.
These women pack heat to fill some dupe with daylight. They drill, fog, and pop any dumb palooka who gets in their way, leaving ‘em pooped on the street. They rub out boozehounds, boobs, and lugs. They knock off any dumb mug who doesn’t beat it. They clip ‘em, cool ‘em, treat ‘em to some Chicago lightning until they kick off. They wear iron, pack rods, pull out their bean-shooters and give the ginks a little lead poisoning. They blip the goons, bop the suckers, and bump the wrong numbers. They plug the stool pigeons. Maybe they give the snoopers a little chin music too. They set up the eggs for an electric cure and some fry time. A little wind dancing? That’ll work too. Pulling out their roscoes and pumping metal into a few good-for-nothing numbers? Always. Some Harlem sunset by courtesy of a knife? Priceless. And after they’ve thrown lead and chilled off the patsies, zotzing ‘em, croaking ‘em, and cutting ‘em down for the big sleep, the femme fatale will get a clean sneak.
Why does she do it? Because of something some guy did to her, duh. That, and the person she does it to stands between her and her dreams—and nothing is more important to the Fatale than her big dream, even if it’s just to survive this lousy rat race.
Fatales play hardball. They know they can’t get anywhere by following rules, honoring any supposedly civil contract, or lobbing pansy-ass softballs. Time’s a-wastin’ and life is short. They might have tried to play nice in the beginning when they were naive bims, frails, dishes, dolls, dames, skirts, twists, ankles, and tomatoes, but it was a total waste of their precious time and now they know better. The quickest distance between a broad and her goal is often achieved with the help of a little malice aforethought.


Good People To Do In*
(*metaphorically, of course)
•   Exes of all stripe

•Husbands and boyfriends

•Detectives, in general

•Bad bosses

•Barbaric in-laws

•Lousy hairstylists

•False friends

•Rotten relatives

•Indescribably annoying co-workers

•Crap roommates

•Unbearable neighbors

•Assbag authority figures

•Anyone who tries to use her

•Fools who attempt to cheat her

… and anyone who gets in her way

There’s something so clean and pure about treating someone who has it coming to what they have coming. She could talk about her pain and anger all day long. She could “communicate,” “discuss her feelings,” cry, or see a therapist. She could also “turn the other cheek” and “rise above.” But in a world gone nuts, what do those things accomplish? The Fatale doesn’t wait for a superior being to sort anything out. No, she would rather sort ‘em out herself.
Margot’s Way
Take a page from Margot, “Decoy’s” marvelous femme fatale, played by Jean Gillie. The tagline of the film (“She Treats Men the Way They’ve Been Treating Women for Years!”) reveals the cosmic truth that, by her actions (harsh and brutal as they may have appeared) dear Margot merely sought to reestablish a fair and equitable balance between the sexes. Yes, she was merely extending the hand of justice across the gender lines.
Margot’s gangster friend Frank landed himself on death row, set to be executed in the chamber with some Nevada gas. Ho hum, such is life in the big city. But the problem is that Frank is the only one who knows where $400,000 is buried. Margot seduces the prison doctor, convincing him to administer a fancy drug to Frank’s lifeless body immediately after the execution, one that will nullify the poisoning effect of the cyanide and bring Frank back to life (long enough to give her the 4-1-1 on the 400 big ones). But now that the doctor has implicated himself in a serious crime, Margot and her other hood friend, Jim, force the doctor to drive them out to the secret location where the money is stashed. While en route, Margot secretly lets the air out of one of the car’s tires, then asks Jim to get out and check for a flat. After Jim is under the car, Margot hits the gas and runs him over, leaving his dead body on the side of the road. (The movie censors cut out the fact that she ran him over a few times for good measure.)
Though in the end things don’t turn out that well for Margot, for a while she had a good run playing God (Goddess?) with anyone and everyone who crossed her path. Money is Margot’s raison d’etre, her actions purely Machiavellian, and any life goal beyond getting her paws on the $400K was lost long ago. Does she employ violence? Is the Pope Catholic?
Lorna’s Way
It’s hard to beat “Lorna Vecchi,” the patron saint of bad girls everywhere. Languorous, platinum Lorna, played by the notorious Barbara Payton, is the beautiful wife of jolly Giuseppe in “Bad Blonde” (also called “The Flanagan Boy”).
One night, excited about a new business proposition, Giuseppe brings home Johnny Flanagan, a promising boxer, as well as Johnny’s boxing trainers. Giuseppe is certain that he can make a mint off of Johnny’s boxing talent but Lorna couldn’t be bothered and slowly pulls on her stockings in full of view of the young athlete, though when she sees him studying her legs she slams the bedroom door in disgust. When her husband asks if she wants to see Johnny fight she complains, “It’s our last night in town. Why spend it slumming in some fair ground?” When Giuseppe insists, Lorna says, “Alright. Have it your way. I’ve been bored before.” At the sight of Johnny half-naked and sweating in the ring she can’t help but lick her lips, though Lorna continues to insult him, saying, “I’ve seen better bodies hanging in a butcher shop.”
Clueless Giuseppe, excited about his partnership, practically throws his snotty bride and the virile young athlete together and soon they’re having a passionate tryst, which Johnny tries to break off because of his “conscience.” Incredulous, Lorna does the only appropriate thing and threatens suicide, running for a train track as a speeding train approaches. Johnny catches her in time and they fall into each other’s arms. Then Johnny’s trainers tell Lorna to lay off, that the boy needs to train and doesn’t need the stress of an affair with the partner’s wife. Lorna pulls out the big gun and claims pregnancy right before Johnny’s debut fight. This causes him to falter and lose, thereby sabotaging her husband’s business venture, but it allows Lorna to reel her boy back in one swift move.
Then comes the real fun: Lorna says to Johnny, “[Giuseppe’s] a rich man. And I’m his wife. Something could happen. You could make it happen. It’s an idea, Johnny.” Guileless Johnny can’t see killing Giuseppe so Lorna dumps him hard, insults him, and then messes up his next boxing opportunity by announcing to her husband she’s pregnant with his child. Johnny is devastated. With his parade thoroughly rained on Lorna approaches him again and shows him a vial of poison, saying, “Johnny, I’ll do anything for you. If you won’t do it, I’ll do it.”
Pushed to the brink, Johnny finally kills Giuseppe. Johnny’s trainer, Sharkey, says, “That dame got you so twisted you didn’t know what you were doing” and tries to get Johnny away from Lorna, but she begs Johnny to run off with her. When Giuseppe’s elderly Italian mother appears and announces with Old World-wisdom that Lorna is obviously not pregnant, Johnny knows he’s been played for a fool. He tells Lorna he’s going to the police. Soon Johnny is dead, an apparent suicide, but the police find a vial of poison in Lorna’s room and she’s off to the big house.
Score: Lorna, two. Mankind, one.
Kitty’s Way
The Swede, played by Burt Lancaster in the original version of “The Killers,” is a big sweet lug, a guy destined for a promising career in boxing. That is until he catches a load of Ava Gardner’s Kitty Collins in her black satin dress. After meeting Kitty the Swede is willing to dump his girlfriend and dump boxing too. Hell, he’d even take the rap for Kitty and go to the clink. And when he comes out, instead of staying clean and starting fresh, he’ll join her and her friends in plotting a heist. The Swede would happily double-cross those friends—if that’s what Kitty wants. Gosh, to go off into the sunset with Kitty and with a pile of money to boot? That would be swell. And that’s where Kitty makes her move, triple-crossing the Swede and running off into the sunset on her own. Listen, business is business and all’s fair in love and war.
A First-class Dragon Lady
Anna May Wong’s character in “Shanghai Express,” Hui Fei, is a slinky, droll girl who not only smokes, lingers over solitaire, and plays jazz records in her train car … she also stabs the awful Eurasian businessman Henry Chang in the back. Seem extreme? Not if one knows Henry Chang, creep to end all creeps. He actually thought that after raiding the train that swept through war-torn China he could assault Hui Fei without recourse and take Shanghai Lily as his personal spoils. In short, the guy has it coming to him. By dispatching Chang to the express train to hell, Hui Fei merely restores balance in the universe.
Mistress Goddamn
Bette Davis’s character Leslie in “The Letter” shows that when a man rejects a Fatale’s advances, it is proper to shoot him. Then a Fatale must tremulously explain to her husband and the authorities that the dead man—though a supposed family friend—made untoward advances. In an effort to defend her honor, the Fatale found the need to … well, to blow his head off.
But in Leslie’s case, there’s that little matter of the letter she wrote, the one demanding that the man—the supposed family friend—come to see her ASAP. This letter appears to express Leslie’s undying love and it has fallen into the hands of the man’s widow. Leslie’s loving, trusting husband needn’t see the letter, but he will readily clean out his savings account to keep dear Leslie from having to bother with further legal nonsense. He will find out the truth later, of course, after Leslie has been saved from the gallows. By then it won’t matter anyway for he was always a bit of a simp. Simple, no?
The Black Widow
In “Black Widow,” Theresa Russell plays the perfect dream girl: an elegant urban blonde, a saucy Texan redhead, a slightly dowdy but passionately dedicated intellectual, and a sunny outdoor girl. In short, she plays a succession characters, tailoring her looks, style, and interests so that she can swoop in and become the well-matched wife to a succession of wealthy men—the girl of their dreams. Strangely, though, these men die shortly after the weddings, but because the grieving widow has the legal right to their wealth, the loss isn’t really that devastating.
Weapons
A femme fatale might keep it simple and use an ice pick, as did Sharon Stone’s Catherine Tramell in “Basic Instinct” (at least ostensibly). Hammers and choking instruments have also been employed, whether by the Fatale or by her accomplice boyfriend. But ice picks and hammers can be messy and Fatales don’t like messes. The tried and true weapon is the simple gun, though there are other methods that don’t leave fingerprints. The best weapon of all is the Fatale’s Mephistopheles-like cunning, for she can use her mark’s own stupidity against him in a variety of satisfying ways.
Accidents
When Lana Turner had had enough of boyfriend Johnny Stompanato, her daughter conveniently showed up at the bedroom door with a kitchen knife, which, in the heat of the fight, Johnny walked into. Lana’s daughter was a pretty, privileged, white minor. Johnny was a two-bit hood. Good riddance Johnny. And Lana’s performance on the witness stand in court? Probably the best of her long career.
“ Accidents ”
“Leave Her to Heaven’s” Ellen, played by Gene Tierney, had a pesky brother-in-law, one who insisted on tagging along with Ellen and her new husband when she wanted a little alone time. Ellen appeared to be the perfect sister-in-law—so devoted, so feminine, so fun and sporty. So when little brother got to be a bit too annoying Ellen invited him out for some boating on the lake. Gosh, it was oh-so-tragic when brother drowned, especially since he was disabled. But, gee, shouldn’t the silly boy have known better than to have gone out on a lake when he couldn’t swim?
Suicide
Another amusing method for getting rid of people is to drive them to suicide. Lorna, frustrated wife in “Bad Blonde,” had a small glass vial of pills marked “POISON” in large letters. She needed only to wave this little bottle in front of secret boyfriend Johnny’s face to set off a whole chain of exciting events that culminated in her husband’s demise and Johnny’s supposed suicide. (An interesting option is to take a small pill bottle, fill it with mints, label it “POISON,” show it to one’s beau, and see what happens.)
Ava Gardner dabbled in this technique, even driving Sinatra to telephoning her, saying he was offing himself, and then shooting a gun near the mouthpiece of the phone. It was a ruse to get attention, but hey—even a fake suicide attempt could go bad.
Betrayal
Ultimately, though, breaking someone’s heart is the best way to take a chunk out of them. Breaking up unexpectedly, absconding with the money, running off with their best friend, destroying their faith, shattering their trust … The French call an orgasm a “little death” (la petite mort), but taking a piece of someone’s heart is so much more like a little murder, n’est-ce pas?


Leave Some Sucker Holding the Bag
The Fatale is no dummy. Since it’s unpleasant to pull off the whole messy job all by herself, she might enlist a little help. She then likes to leave someone else holding the bag—someone she can implicate. She needs a dupe, a patsy, some dumb mug who can be manipulated into doing her bidding and pulling off her nefarious schemes. In short, she needs a “partner” to whom she can point her red-taloned finger when the fist of the law comes down. This partner is her get-out-of-jail free card. They don’t come in short supply.
In the case of “Dead Gorgeous,” Antonia, played by Helen McCrory, has a female pal, Rose, played by Fay Ripley, to help her pull off the perfect crime. In most cases, though, the Fatale’s partner is a man, one who is dumb enough to believe she’s fallen in love with him. And when the game is over she can cast him aside like so much dross. (If he ends up going to the gas chamber, maybe she’ll shed a little tear.)
Cora’s Way
Cora had Frank, the handsome bindle stiff drifter who showed up at her diner. He was amazed that hotsy Cora would marry a guy as schlubby as Nick. Cora played hard-to-get at first, but eventually succumbed to Frank’s charms. When Cora became Frank’s secret girlfriend she confided that she wanted to be rid of Nick—she just didn’t know how. They hit the road, they tried staging accidents … nothing worked. Finally Frank smashed Nick over the head with a wine bottle and then pushed him over the cliff. So long schlubby husband. Hello nurse. They were free and clear. Cora didn’t really have to do a thing except offer a little comfort.
Phyllis’ Way
Phyllis Dietrichson had Walter, the flirtatious insurance salesman who came right to her door, easy as pie. With a twist of her anklet-bearing gam she had him pinned to the mat, metaphorically speaking, ready to off her husband, rake in the insurance money, and run off into the sunset. All Walter had to do was strangle Phyllis’ husband, toss his body on the railroad track, and then impersonate him for a few minutes on the train. Then they’d be home free. Phyllis’ part in the crime? Chauffer duties. She didn’t even break a nail.
Matty’s Way
Matty, played by Kathleen Turner in “Body Heat,” had Ned, a sleazy lawyer who actually believed he’d discovered the gorgeous, shimmering, but terribly lonely Matty all on his own—poof!—out of thin air. Trouble was Matty was married. Oh well, what does that matter? Ned and Matty had a wild, passionate affair but Matty couldn’t stand it that her husband was in the way. Finally Ned and Matty came up with a plot to kill the man. Of course, Neddy-Ned took care of the logistics. Murder? Check. Cover-up? Check. All was hunky-dory in Ned’s world—that is until someone started passing incriminating evidence that implicated Ned to the prosecutor. Ned was in hot water. How sad. Except Matty didn’t seem that upset. In fact Matty took her dead husband’s money and ran off to some paradise island. Again, she didn’t have to dirty her hands with any of that nasty business.
Neither Cora, Phyllis, nor Matty needed to call professional trouble boys, goons, or button men to help them solve their problems. They knew to prey on regular saps, rubes, and punks who would stupidly believe they’d been the victors merely by bagging the tomato. So blinded, so credulous were these dumbos that they’d pull off any crime—just to be alone with her.
What to Avoid
Dealing with the hammer and saws is no damn fun. Landing in the pokey, the clink, and under glass is a worst-case scenario. Having to get a lip or mouthpiece ranks right up there with having a root canal. A snooper, gum-shoe, op, or shamus is trouble. The Johns, coppers, and buttons could pinch the Fatale, put the screws on, try to make her sing and spill, and then hit her with a serious rap. Taken to the bitter end the Fatale could wind dance, fry, or even rot in jail, in which case she’d end up a stiff buried in a wooden kimono. For those reasons, she must never open her yap or tip her mitt. To take the fall for a skid rogue would be pure folly. Instead she must take the air, keep stringin’ the boys who show the tin, and be out of the picture for the big sting.
Here are things the Fatale should avoid:
•Splattering blood on her nice suit

•Leaving fingerprints

•Leaving evidence

•Leaving the scene too late

•Talking to the wrong people

•Having sympathy for the wrong people

•Returning to the scene of the crime

•Letting romantic feelings get in the way

•Leaving a money trail, and …

•Letting down her guard




The Spy Who Seemed to Love Me
The femme fatale is the ultimate career woman driven to achieve her own fulfillment. Her efforts to maintain her freedom won’t always be obvious because the femme fatale seems to function in the real world—playing by its rules, using its symbols, having what appear to be “normal” relationships and “normal” feelings. Still, she knows she fights in what is a secret war for power. Instead of waiting for the “authorities” to give her that power she works behind the scenes in a clandestine manner, slowly moving toward her goal, extracting information, playing by her own rules, and harboring a secret agenda. She rarely shows her cards but instead slips across the battle-lines like a spy whose mission is a mystery, listening to the siren-call of a Machiavellian inner voice.
The femme fatale knows that life is a kind of war—a battle for survival on one’s own terms, a battle between the sexes, a battle with one’s own sex, a battle between those who have the supposed authority and those who question that authority. The femme fatale knows that she ultimately can trust no one, that she must fight alone. Like a contestant in a brutal sport the femme fatale keeps her eyes on the prize, but for the Fatale the prize is not wealth, not love, but something even less tangible: her freedom and integrity, as she defines it. She’s willing to lie, cheat, and to betray anyone to reach her goal. And though she is often vanquished, she stays in the ring as long as she can. Thus, the legend of her defiance, bravery, and strength endures.


What Color is Your Alibi?
• “What?! Marco–Jimmy–Nino–Frankie is dead?! Boo hoo hoo!”

• “Why, I have no idea who killed him!”

•“Why, I was out of town.”

•“Why, I went to my place and stayed in for the night. You can ask the garage attendant. He saw me park my car and go up to my place.”

•“Why, I was seeing a movie. I think I still have the ticket stub somewhere in my purse.”

•“Why, I was at my mother’s house.”

•“Why, I was visiting an old friend who was feeling down.”

•“Why are you questioning me like this?! Can’t you see how upset I am?!

•“Please, leave me alone! Boo hoo hoo!”

Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Assassinating Someone in a Restaurant
Short black sleeveless dress with crisscross straps in the back.
Black jacket. Sheer black stockings and black pumps, pearls,
well-applied make up and chic short haircut.
(As worn by Nikita, played by Anne Parillaud
in “La Femme Nikita.”)
Running Over Her Accomplice as He Changes the Tire on Her Car
Pale car coat over black dress. Black beret with two diamond broaches. Black gloves.
Crucial detail: Black wedge heels with rhinestones.
(As worn by Margo, played by Jean Gillie in “Decoy.”)
Lying on the Stand in a Murder Trial
Black dress with puffed sleeves and dainty collar. Full lace ascot with brooch.
Large white hat with black band. White gloves. Hair rolled along neck.
Touching detail: Hold a bag full of needlework.
(As worn by Leslie, played by Bette Davis in “The Letter.”)




Part Two
 
The Flesh




The Raw Materials
How to Look Dangerous


“It was a blonde. A blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window.”

—“Farewell, My Lovely,” by Raymond Chandler

The truth of our rotten world is this: Much of the femme fatale’s success in life boils down to how she looks. Beauty is power, a currency as valuable as money, and so she manages hers like a Swiss banker.


The Story of the Most Beautiful Woman Ever
Amazingly enough, when Garbo first arrived in Hollywood as young Greta Gustafsson, the studio big-wigs were not impressed. Upon meeting the young actress at the insistence of a director, Louis B. Mayer ignored her for the entire meeting. Finally, at the meeting’s conclusion, Mayer said through a translator, “Tell her that in America men don’t like fat women.” (Let it be noted that Louis B. Mayer was less attractive than one’s average opossum.)
Yes, even Garbo began as a pudgy “Swedish dumpling,” too big and sullen and frizzy and wide and overlapping to fall into the standard mode of 1920s starlets. In response to viewing one of her first Hollywood films, one journalist dutifully reported, “Miss Garbo is not beautiful.” Another journalist quipped, “[Garbo] is a peasant girl with big feet.” MGM’s publicists were singularly unimpressed, photographers threw up their hands, and the studio chiefs wondered if they hadn’t made a tactical error in bringing her to America and awarding her a $400 per week contract.
But then the studio make-over machine started churning. Off came Garbo’s baby fat, sloppy eyebrows, and frizzy hair. On went the mascara and the soft-focus lighting. And it turned out that not only was the Swedish dumpling beautiful; she was, if her raw materials were properly mined, perhaps the most beautiful woman in the world. Suddenly her face and figure were the ideal. She simply did not have a bad angle and went on to become MGM’s most valuable property, a gigantic star, and an international sensation—possessor of what is believed to this day to be the acme of physical perfection. In short, Garbo became a Hollywood cash cow if ever there was one, at which point she said to Louis Mayer, “I tank I go home now.”


Her Secret Job ( That Pays Big Dividends )
 
Looking dangerously good calls for old school discipline. The current rage for laissez-faire sloppiness in all things leaves the femme fatale not only cold, but also looking a mess. In fact, sometimes the worst thing for a Fatale is to be born with extraordinary beauty because then she won’t be forced to develop a shred of self-control. And if a woman is naturally gorgeous she may—folly of follies—see her beauty as an impediment to people knowing she has talent or brains. Honey, that’s just dumb. Of course people don’t know she has talent or brains—that’s why she’s so dangerous. But if a woman hasn’t developed iron willpower, then after the flush of youth (that proverbial resort all must eventually depart for less pleasurable environs) she will lose her looks in one tragic slide. And that would be unthinkable, for the Fatale knows that attractiveness is one of the best weapons in the whole world.
But here is the delicious caveat: Beauty and glamour can be an illusion, one that is created through the employment of good grooming, graceful deportment, great clothes, the proper accoutrements, and the right attitude. People (and especially dumbo men) often don’t see the reality of the matter—the bad feature, the imperfect skin, the thick waist—if the overall impression is one of dangerous attractiveness.
Deportment and grooming are old-fashioned words, but for the Fatale they never go out of style. In Barry Paris’ biography Louise Brooks, he quotes Hollywood portrait photographer John Engstead who believed that both Marlene Dietrich and Louise Brooks were absolute masters of the elegant pose. Regarding Brooks, Engstead said, “her legs, her ankles, her hands, her body, the way she held her body, the way she walked, the way she dressed, furs over her shoulder, her hats … put anything on her and it was right. Dietrich can do that too if she wants.”
The femme fatale understands that attractiveness does not preclude intelligence, nor does depth cancel a stunning visage. And therein lies the danger. No one expects a beautiful woman to be particularly bright, which is why the femme fatale so easily performs her bait’n’switch and thus gets what she wants from the world (and often without the world even knowing it). And indeed, since the pegleg of death will clomp up her staircase anyway, why should she not have it all now?
Dietrich spent much of her time, energy, and money maintaining what she called “The Image.” Still, no one said Marlene Dietrich was anything less than an educated and intelligent woman, holding some of the best thinkers, artists, writers, and philosophers in her thrall. She was also so brave she insisted on performing her sexy chanteuse routine in active battle zones during World War II. Dietrich did not allow her looks and allure to take one iota from her depth as a person.


Dangerous Curves
From a distance it’s all about the femme fatale’s shape, but her exact size doesn’t particularly matter as long as her proportions are in line. She can be slim or robust, but her general visage must be pleasing to the eye—most importantly, hers.
Priceless tip #1 is to embrace one’s natural shape as the ultimate in beauty. The way she is is the right way to be; everyone else is wrong. Priceless tip #2 is that the Fatale needn’t be completely beholden to nature. If her appetites and habits (or lack thereof) have loused up her figure, she has the discipline to make changes that will bring her body back in line.
Fatale-ercise
The femme fatale doesn’t just sit in piano bars drinking cocktails—she actually moves around. Chasing after enemies with gun in hand is always good, as is running away from the law or pursuing terrorized boyfriends, but the femme fatale must have other pleasant hobbies.
Mata Hari performed Europe’s first cardio striptease, which was a dance that involved removing many layers of fabric while spinning across a stage. Garbo swam in the ocean and had a medicine ball and dumbbells at home. She also adored walking by the beach, rowing on mountain lakes, hiking in the country, and in later years was known to spend hours stalking the streets of Manhattan. Anaïs Nin studied flamenco dance and swam in her black swimming pool. Ava Gardner danced on tabletops, preferably in crowded nightclubs. Rita Hayworth liked playing Spanish albums and dancing alone in her bedroom. Crawford made a point of emerging victorious from swim races with her adopted daughter. And Elinor Glyn, the writer who invented the concept of “It,” advocated Charlestoning and fox-trotting every night.
The femme fatale’s most secret exercise was practiced by women in India for thousands of years before some Westerner gave it the name “Kegel.” It requires the proud possessor of vaginal muscles to contract them, just as one might contract a thigh muscle. If done regularly this exercise is said to keep the girl appliance strong—and just think of the possibilities. (Man’s primal fear of woman didn’t prompt him to call her the “vagina dentata” for nothing.)
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Dancing for All of Baghdad
Choli-style midriff-baring top with flowing circle skirt. Jeweled headdress, large hoop earrings, necklace dripping with coins, jeweled belt, bracelets, and veils.
Hair should be short and side-parted into a plume of waves around the face.
Heavily darkened eyes and lips.
(As worn by The Dancer, played by Pola Negri
in “One Arabian Night.”)
Starvation in Its Various Forms
But before the concept of regular, intentional exercise really took hold, Hollywood studios sought successful means to quickly slim their less-than-svelte starlets. And so began the reign of terror waged by a mysterious “woman in the Valley” who placed her charges on one hell of a diet. It consisted of two eggs and a half a grapefruit in the morning, two eggs and half a grapefruit and a tomato for lunch, and two eggs plus a half grapefruit and a tomato for dinner. In addition, three cups of coffee and/or water were allowed per day. That was it. This torture was to last for four days, which was enough time for the water weight fall off—and then the Fatale was ready for action.
It seems that most Fatales of yesteryear sidestepped the issue of sweat altogether by exercising steely self-discipline when it came to eating. After riding in on a train and being deposited in a crappy hotel in Culver City, chubby taxi dancer Lucille LeSueur was advised by the experts at Metro to eat salads and steaks to transform herself into the slinky Joan Crawford—and by Jove it worked. Crawford apparently lived on an early version of the Atkins diet, even substituting little homemade meatballs in the scene in “Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?” in which she ate chocolates from a box. Here, in a letter dated 1961, is her priceless diet advice to a fan (published in Joan Crawford: Her Life in Letters by Michelle Vogel):
My dear Jim,

Thank you so much for your letter .... Now why don’t you try doing something—why don’t you try eating, in the morning, two eggs, soft boiled, four pieces of bacon, and if you drink coffee, only one cup, without cream or sugar, and one half grapefruit.

For lunch, have one small steak or two single lamb chops, spinach, either cooked or raw, one cup of coffee or tea, without cream or sugar, and one half grapefruit.

For dinner, if you have had steak for lunch, then eat two single lamb chops. But if you did have the lamb chops for lunch, then have steak for dinner. You might prefer chicken. But don’t eat dumplings, spaghetti or potatoes. Have spinach or carrots or another green vegetable, and one half grapefruit. Don’t eat bread, butter or desserts, and leave the table hungry. Don’t eat in between meals either. Try it for two months and see what happens. Just try it for me, would you please. It’s going to be tough for the first week. After that, I don’t think you’ll mind it… .

— Joan Crawford

Dietrich, a reputedly fantastic cook, took it a step further and often fasted for a full day. Here is her advice taken from her book Marlene Dietrich’s ABC:
You must have an important reason to be able to fast. If you don’t, you must make an oath to yourself, an oath important enough to take the place of an important reason. Vanity is not enough of a reason. Health isn’t either, as long as you feel well. Make a time limit for the fasting. A day, for instance. It is easier to fast one day entirely than to eat a little for a week. It is very healthy to do that. Don’t think you are going to collapse in the street. Drink water and go to bed early.

Indeed, femme fatales have used a variety of methods to achieve their ideal shape. Garbo—who dieted constantly—followed the advice of her health guru, which was to eat her regular favorites but to divide them into half-portions. Marilyn Monroe, after seeing her zaftig countenance on the big screen in “Some Like It Hot,” reportedly asked her cook to serve her only veggies and fruit until the weight came off. Curvaceous Ava Gardner simply went on the wagon in the weeks before her 60th birthday so she could fit into a new red dress. And after seductive goddess Joan Collins lost post-baby pounds, she swore to herself that she’d never again allow her weight to go beyond a certain number and made it a habit to step on the scale every day.
Perhaps Lana Turner’s method was the wisest. Lana Turner, after all, was famous for her spectacular cantilevered figure. The “Sweater Girl,” as she was called, was said to be the prototype for Marilyn Monroe’s blonde breathiness and Elizabeth Taylor’s pinwheel of husbands. She enjoyed life to the full but it would have been unthinkable for her to get fat. And so it was that, after having married husband #3 and indulging in period of inactivity, as well as the services of a French chef, Turner noticed that her clothes didn’t fit. At first she thought they had been shrunk at the cleaners (don’t we all?), but then she had to face facts. Her personal secretary, Taylor Pero, describes the fallout in his book Always, Lana:
Lana dutifully avoided the bathroom scale until she had signed to do a film. By then she was shocked to discover that she was now carrying 140 pounds on her five foot, three-and-a-half-inch frame. She went at once to her doctor, who advised her to dismiss the French chef. Then he put her on a diet that, Lana confided, was absolute hell—not only because it limited her intake of solids but because Lana was restricted to just one shot glass of liquor per day… .

Lana does not deny that she was unbearable to be near while peeling off the pounds. But through near starvation and her stubborn Dutch willpower, she managed to get down to her normal 106 pounds. From that experience, Lana vowed never again to be overweight. With determination rivaled only by Scarlett O’Hara, she has doggedly kept that promise. I always found it amusing when women would corral me at this or that social function and ask for Lana’s secret of keeping her beautiful figure. The answer is easy, I’d tell them. Lana only samples everything that’s put in front of her. Without exception, restaurant owners who don’t know Lana come to the table and nervously inquire if something is wrong with the food. Lana, who has ordered whatever she felt like tasting, always smiles graciously and explains, ‘The food is wonderful. It’s just that there’s so much of it, and I have a very tiny tummy.’ We would always take the leftovers home, where Lana would pick at it over the next day or two. What with the proliferation of diet books on the bestseller lists, more than once I suggested to Lana that she pen one of her own. She never took that thought seriously, remarking, ‘Who’d buy a book with just two words in it: self-control?’




Femme Fatale Tresses
Second only in importance to the femme fatale’s general shape is the appearance of her hair. Hair, its style and color, acts as an immensely powerful symbol of identity, and a femme fatale hair usually has a strong color and a classic cut.
It turns out that a Fatale’s hairdresser is more important to her psychic well-being than any shrink could possibly be. In fact, when she puts her head in her hairdresser’s hands she’s putting a large measure of her identity in there too. One who wrecks her hair will be summarily executed—at least in her imagination.
The Importance of Being Veronica
Veronica Lake was the all-time queen of the Fatale hairstyle, known for her late-’30s and early-’40s coif of long, silky blonde layers that were waved into loose, glossy curls. The “peekaboo” style for which she is famous was achieved by accident one day early in her career while she was being photographed for publicity shots and a curtain of hair fell over one eye. Her resulting lazy, insouciant look set off a chain reaction of imitators as budding femme fatales the world over nicked her style.
An effective but more easily achieved version of Veronica Lake’s style is one that is slightly shorter and slightly more controlled, but still utilizes loose waves along the sides of the face. Lauren Bacall, coolly handling no less than Humphrey Bogart, wore hers just to her shoulders; Gene Tierney, displaying her patrician evil in “Leave Her to Heaven,” wore hers shorter still. This style was always parted on the side, lightly layered along the sides of the face, and rolled under along the bottom. If the hair didn’t wave naturally, the style could be achieved by fingerwaving, rolling, or pinning it into exaggerated curves while damp, probably with a bit of setting lotion. The resulting look must be one of smooth, tumbling waves rather than tight curls.
Bangs Go With Fangs
If the Fatale dons bangs they will not be cute, harmless, little girl bangs. Instead, they will be the threatening variety. Barbara Stanwyck mastered (mistressed?) the look with the thick “voodoo dolly” bangs she wore so menacingly in “Double Indemnity.” Another winning effort was that of the beautiful Chinese-American actress Anna May Wong whose satin-y curtain of black fringe (one that just revealed the eyes) helped make her such a mysterious entity in “Shanghai Express.” Maria Montez, the stunning Latin star of such heavy intellectual fodder as “Cobra Woman,” wore short bangs with long hair, while French vamp Viviane Romance did the same to menacing effect in “Maya.”
Bad Girls Bob Their Hair
Another classic bad girl style is the bob, which literally caused a sensation in the early 20th century when “fast” girls and women eschewed the virginal styles of previous generations by raising their skirts and lopping off their girlishly long locks. This rebellion was successfully employed by Louise Brooks. Her sleek black helmet of chin-length hair, complete with perfect bangs, helped make her look so distinctive that even after eight decades since the release of “Pandora’s Box” her iconic photographs are still instantly recognizable.
Another classic bob, this time in pale brown, was worn by Garbo—sometimes with a gentle fringe of bangs, sometimes without, sometimes curled, sometimes not. And Fatale queen Faye Dunaway rocked one of the best bobs of all time in “Bonnie and Clyde,” setting off an avalanche of copies in the 1960s when every waitress in the Western world revealed her true gangster soul by acquiring her own Bonnie Parker ‘do.
Short Hair Can Be Shifty
For a dangerous short cut, the femme fatale need only look as far as Rita Hayworth in “The Lady from Shanghai.” Rita, of course, had been known for the gorgeous long red locks she tossed back so saucily in “Gilda.” But for “Shanghai,” a much darker and moodier Orson Welles’-directed picture in which Rita’s character was called upon to shoot her husband, Hollywood’s “love goddess” was ready to try something different. Hayworth showed that a short, blonde, tousled cut could be—not adorable, gamine, pixie, and sweet—but sophisticated in the extreme. What’s more, it pissed off her studio boss. So there.
It’s Not Called “Teasing” for Nothing
When it comes to alluring styles let us not forget the bouffant, dramatically-streaked ’60s up-do worn by Mrs. Robinson, a counter culture Fatale played to magnificent effect by Ann Bancroft in “The Graduate.” Yes, femme fatales of the ’60s just loved full hair-dos that were pumped full of air and appeared to have been created by rolling around in bed. Fatal champions of this style were Ursula Andress (the girl who emerged from the sea with a knife in her bikini bottom), angel-faced Angie Dickinson (who devilishly tortured both of her boyfriends in a remake of “The Killers”), and the gun-toting Raquel Welch (who smoothly vanquished her enemies in “Bandolero!” when she lured them her way by taking an outdoor shower and then blew their heads off).
Other Devilish Hairstyles
Hedy Lamarr, the unsmiling badass who for a while was believed to be a successor to Garbo, wore her curly, shoulder-length hair parted down the middle and pushed away from her face. This classic, flattering style was au courant in the 1930s and worn by all and sundry at one point or another—even Louise Brooks in “Overland Stage Raiders.” But eventually Brooks realized that curlers weren’t for her, so she grew out her ‘do and wore it in what was another classic style: long and stick-straight.
The femme fatale loves a really dramatic up-do and the 1940s were a great time for pompadours and elegant French twists. An off-kilter bun tends to keep her victims off-kilter. A roll at the nape of the neck, especially with a sleek center part—a style employed by Anaïs Nin and numerous ’20s Fatales—can make her look like a sexy Spanish dancer. Dietrich wore many fantastic Spanish coifs in that 1930s’ textbook for Fatales everywhere: “The Devil is a Woman.” Hers were complimented with an array of carnations, combs, and mantillas. Indeed, flowers such as gardenias, roses, and lilies, both real and silk, also look amazingly glamorous.
The femme fatale does not go in for pigtails. She also doesn’t do ponytails unless they’re the exotic “I Dream of Jeannie” variety. In fact, she rigorously avoids swingy cheerleader ponytails popularized in the 1950s and she will also never be seen in a ’60s flip. She can’t abide cute hair ornaments, ribbons, and barrettes unless they’re affixed in a dramatic way, say a wide scarf or a gigantic flower or a galaxy of diamonds. Otherwise, forget it.
Shockingly, many Hollywood Fatales began their careers resisting the idea of the dye job. To wit, in lieu of bleaching her naturally dark blonde hair the young Dietrich at first had Max Factor put expensive gold dust in her tresses to give them a blonder appearance. Even Monroe, known for her iconic crown, initially did not want to go blonde because she was concerned it wouldn’t look natural. But both Dietrich and Monroe soon learned one of the sacred principles of Fatalism: Natural? Pffft! And so it was on with the chemicals.
Of course, the overuse of bleaches, dyes, hot appliances, alcohol-laced styling products, and backcombing will literally ruin a femme fatale’s hair—at which point they’ll be nothing to do but lop it off and bleach the hell out of it. A wise Fatale learns to use other methods. She might eschew her hot instruments and air dry her hair using old-fashioned curlers, or she may pin it up in pin-curls or rag-curls. All of this happens behind closed doors and God forbid the doorbell ring. (It sort of blows the mood when her cute neighbor comes over for a cup of sugar and sees her wearing gigantic rollers astride her skull like Mickey Mouse.) In short, when her hair is in rollers or she has egg yolk mask on her face, she is officially “not home”—even if the cops are pounding on her door.
The Lifetime Commitment of a Fatal Hairstyle
Does the femme fatale change her hairstyle? With the advent of World War II, Veronica Lake pulled back her long waves in an effort to encourage the Rosie-the-Riveters—many of whom were having their locks torn out by machinery—to do the same. Unfortunately, this well-intended change had a withering effect on Ms. Lake’s career (which shows that the Fatale must never be distracted by good intentions).
The femme fatale is not a chameleon and does not reinvent herself every other day. She may play with her hairstyle by making minor tweaks. She may roll with the changes of fashion. She may even indulge in an occasional experiment and make a royal mistake now and then. But for the most part the spirit of her look will last her a lifetime. The Fatale has a consistent, defined identity, the core of which will never be displaced.
And what of the mature Fatale? Sometimes it seems that, in spite of their wrinkles, the entire French female population corners the market on femme fatale hair, looking vastly more chic than their non-French sisters. Perhaps because wrinkles are their stock-and-trade, French women embrace them earlier than do other Fatales and refrain from trying to disguise them with supposedly “lifting” hairstyles which are, in fact, highly aging. The result is that French Fatales wear classic hairstyles that remain sexy well into the Metamucil years.


Fatale Wrap
Skin not only keeps the femme fatale’s dubious insides from falling out, but also doubles as a seductive tool. It is enhanced greatly by a healthy lifestyle—a concept so unglamorous it is total anathema to some Fatales, but really should be practiced secretly. Some Fatales prefer to be deathly white or as pale as camellia petals, while others harbor an exotic tan. In any case, she would be wise to heed her dermatologist’s warning that she not pummel her skin with excessive sunlight, so an active nightlife with days spent behind blackout curtains has its benefits. If she does venture outside during the day, the smart Fatale wears big hats, gloves, and sunglasses—either that or an effective sunblock that doesn’t turn her into the abominable chalk woman.
The femme fatale does not keep the cosmetic industry purring along with her prodigious spending. Unlike some dopey divas out there, the femme fatale doesn’t waste her precious lucre on the equivalent of cosmetic snake oil. No less than Ava Gardner said that cheap drug store products were just as good as the fancy department store kind—and the modern Fatale can take that kind of advice to the bank. Garbo was devoted to lavender soap and refused to lend her name to a lucrative advertising contract for a brand she did not use. Going even further, austere Garbo claimed she lived like a monk with only “one toothbrush, one cake of soap, and a pot of cream.” Add a pound of lipstick and a vat of eyeliner and, Baby, you’re in business.
The Fatale’s Dermatologist: Her Partner in Crime
When Joan Crawford wanted to get rid of brown spots, she’s said to have procured animal piss to burn off the offending marks. But this sort of exploitation of our four-legged friends is entirely unnecessary when one realizes that scientists have used their vast imaginations to produce a rough but effective equivalent and then package it in pretty, highly-priced tubes and jars. Thus, when the femme fatale has a skin problem she wants to solve, she heads straight for her dermatologist and procures the hard stuff. The good doctor will be more helpful than Sam Spade when it comes to solving some of the Fatale’s most pressing problems, and then the Fatale will no longer have to douse herself in Fido’s pee.
Old School Methods for a Vampish Complexion
Cleopatra was said to have taken milk baths to keep her skin beautiful. Lo and behold, the lactic acid in milk has been found to be particularly effective for the dermis and the modern Fatale would do well to pour a quart of the stuff into her bathwater.
Another old school method for benefiting the skin and hair was to lie on a slant board that elevated the feet above the upper body. This got the blood out of the legs and into the head, something believed to be particularly great for reversing the aging process. A number of Hollywood Fatales swore by this practice, had slant boards in their homes, offices, and dressing rooms, and made a point to lie on them at least twenty minutes a day. Imagine the shenanigans that can be cooked-up while enjoying this delightfully old-fashioned regime.
Wallis Simpson, the kick-ass femme fatale who wreaked havoc on the British monarchy, the one who could take baths in the jewels Prince Edward VIII lavished upon her, had her own special method for preserving the beauty of her skin—something she learned from her mother. Wallis, a child of America’s femme fatale-drenched South, was taught that if she wanted to preserve the beauty of her skin she should avoid drinking coffee. Indeed, caffeine can dehydrate the skin and make it look like hell, so Wallis did well to remember these words of Fatale wisdom.


The Fatale Face
Many a femme fatale’s face is her fortune, but it’s not necessary to be born beautiful. In fact, many Fatales have features are not technically perfect in the slightest, but somehow, because they believe in their allure, because they assume their right to terrorize the population with their wiles, they convince the world that they are dangerously attractive. In fact, they are dangerously attractive.
Take, for example, the case of one contemporary entertainer now in her sixties who shall remain nameless. Her nose appears to have been broken, oh, three or four times, and her eyes are exceedingly small, like little burning balls of coal. Technically, not beautiful, not beautiful at all. But considering the fact that the owner of that face has the best haircut in the world, dresses to androgynous perfection, keeps her body whippet-slim, and tosses drinks into the faces of her exes in public, it is only fitting that she has been considered one of the hottest Fatale women on the scene. And that gloriously-imperfect face is right there on the cover of magazines, staring out from profiles and gracing fashion spreads. In conclusion, she is nothing less than beautiful.
Take, as another example, an actress now in her forties. Childhood photographs reveal her to have been a girl of very average, almost homely appearance. In fact, she is now a woman of average looks if one studies her objectively. The nose, the eyes, the mouth … They could belong to the cashier at the grocery store or the lady doling out parking tickets. And yet somehow this oh-so-average-looking actress ends up on lists of plastic surgeons’ most-requested faces. Is it that her eyes and nose are somehow superior? Her cheekbones and lips gifts of the gods? No. It boils down to the lady’s demeanor—the fact that she behaves like a minx and she won’t suffer fools and looks glamorous not doing so—that has the world believing she possesses extraordinary technical beauty.
Bullet-Proofing the Skin
Fatales of yesteryear discovered that they benefited in more ways than one from the regular use of foundation or base make-up (or what was called “pan-cake”) because it acted as a very effective block to the sun’s damaging rays. In fact, in her book My Friends’ Secrets, vampily glamorous Joan Collins wrote: “Protect your face with make-up. I can vouch for the complexions of my friends over 40—those who have always used foundation have much better skin than those who don’t.”
Old school Fatales were huge believers in removing every trace of make-up with cold cream. They also believed in steaming their faces, either by pressing hot, damp towels to their skin or hovering over pots of boiling water. Conversely, they would dunk their faces in bowls of ice (see Joan Crawford do this when played by Faye Dunaway in “Mommy Dearest”), which would stimulate the circulation of blood and close the pores. And during the 1930s, Fatales with oily complexions used the classic Kaolin face pack that is made of clay and pulls the extraneous oils out of the skin with alacrity.
There must be some purpose to having a kitchen and for some Fatales it is to prepare beauty potions. A tried-and-true method for reducing puffy eyes is to place cool, used tea bags over them (though not Earl Grey, which contains an oil that irritates skin) and to lie down for several minutes. A thin slice of cucumber will also reduce irritation to the eye area, while a barely-thawed bag of frozen peas will act as an ice pack and reduce swelling to the eyes and face.
Being Stretched on the Rack
Fortunately, aging isn’t fatal to Fatale allure. A face can be lived-in without losing its charms, but there is no reason for the femme seductress to advertise her years of experience to the world. Dietrich sucked lemons before she appeared in front of the camera so as to make her mouth appear taut. She also, in a bid for gold in the willing-to-endure-any-torture-for-beauty Olympics, had her hairdressers make tiny braids on the sides of her scalp that were pulled up and back to hoist her face heavenward for a lifting effect.
A variation on Dietrich’s method, one used by Hollywood Fatales to give them a very literal lift, is to create pincurls directly above the ears and at the very top of the head. They must be well-secured to the scalp with a number of criss-crossing bobby pins. Then the Fatale must take rubber bands, hook them into the bobby pins at the top of the scalp and then stretch and secure the bands to the pincurls above the ear. The flesh will be pulled up and back by the rubber bands, creating a temporary facelift. It is necessary to style the hair in such a way that the whole contraption is disguised, perhaps under a scarf, hat, or wig. No doubt her head will hurt like hell—but at least it’ll be tied back and out of her way while she goes about her business.
Fortunately, there are other methods.
Making Faces at Mortality
The face, like the body, can be exercised. Long before face-lifts were common, ingenious Fatale ladies, faced with their own mortality in the form of drooping jowls and other indignities, devised methods for plumping everything back up. Anaïs Nin owned a cool little machine that stimulated the facial muscles with a slight electric charge, thereby filling them out and preventing them from deflating. But there must be something even simpler, no? Here is where Elinor Glyn, the lovely early-20th century British writer of naughty books, comes in. Fortunately she revealed her secrets in her beauty book, entitled Eternal Youth, published in 1928:
When I was twenty-five it seemed to me the most terrible thing that in a very few years my face would lose its youth and comeliness and that I should grow to look like some of the middle-aged women I knew.

I used to sit opposite people in the Tubes and trains and study their faces, especially those of women of from forty-five years old onwards. It became a kind of obsession with me. There was I, twenty-five years old and good-looking, watching the various expressions of what I might become in twenty short years.

How I detested this look of middle-age.

My husband used to laugh at me and say that the thing that really mattered was what was inside a face! What it stood for, so to speak. If it expressed courage, kindliness and generosity, he did not think it mattered much that there were a few lines and wrinkles on it.

The higher side of my character agreed with him in principle, but the other side, that irrepressible low Eve, who I am afraid inhabits most women, felt all the same that she would give anything not to develop those ugly lines and folds of skin, even if they might bespeak courage, kindliness and generosity.

And so Ms. Glyn developed a series of facial exercises, ones that she proclaimed kept her face in place well beyond the dreaded pumpkin hour. Here is the first exercise, one she developed for the “Mylo Hyoid and the Digastric Muscles,” which, she writes, will reduce a double chin:
Procure a book about the size of an ordinary novel. It should have a hard cover, not one of paper. Hold this book in both hands so that the two ends rest on the lower part of the palms not the fingers. Now place the flat broad side or the cover right under the chin, so that the chin sits on the book, so to speak, and the edge of it touches the neck where the throat and chin join.

Then press the book up very hard against the chin, and as you do this open your mouth as if you were forcing it open against the pressure of the book, which is forcing it shut.

Glyn advised doing the previous exercise every morning five times at ten seconds a try with little rests in between. The exercises may look positively ugly to perform (the Fatale would rather die than do them in public), but so do most of the Fatale’s secret schemes.
Japanese Hijinks
Another well-kept secret is that sleeping on the back is better for the face, as was proven by our Fatale friends on the other side of the Pacific. Japanese seductresses used to wear extremely beautiful and elaborate hair-dos, so elaborate that these ladies couldn’t sleep on regular pillows without ruining their hair-sculptures. And so these Fatale vamps trained themselves to sleep with only a “brick” under the head. Yes, their hair looked fantastic, but also, as a kind of surprise byproduct, they were said to have smooth, unlined faces and jawlines, partially because they didn’t smoosh their faces into their mattresses for eight hours every night.
Natural is Not Nice
Though a femme fatale won’t advertise it some do indulge in surgical help, which they coyly refer to as “rejuvenation” treatments. You see, “natural” doesn’t appeal much to Fatales. Similes about fine wine aside, it’s “natural” for things to fall apart and get ratty and disintegrate. It’s “natural” to die at age 40 after having fourteen babies, most of whom died in infancy. It’s “natural” to be disfigured by smallpox or to contract influenza or cholera and die an awful death. It’s “natural” to get eaten by lions.
On the other hand, civilization and society—that most artificial escape from “idyllic” nature—has produced an exotic creature: the plastic surgeon. The Fatale is not particularly swayed by the argument that what matters is what’s on the inside. No one sees the femme fatale’s stunningly attractive internal organs. She knows she is a physical being in a world where appearance matters.




Warpaint
Cosmetics as Weapons of Mass Seduction


“I followed her through the sitting room, stepping over velvet ottomans and fur rugs, through a beaded curtain into her boudoir. The walls were hung with cretonne prints and the air reeked of heavy musk. There was a caged snake on a shelf … . She seated me on a carved teakwood stool and went to work. When she was finished, I was something more than a knockout. I had rings of kohl darkening my eyes and a dusting of indigo. My mouth was arched in a deep-red Cupid’s bow and white powder accentuated my already pallid skin. As a final touch, Miss Bara took a rabbit’s foot dipped in rouge and applied it to my earlobes.”

—Leatrice Joy (who reminisced of when, as a young

actress, Theda Bara made her up for a date)

A  woman of Fatale persuasion will use every weapon in her arsenal … and especially those that come in a little cosmetic bag.
Director Kenneth Anger claimed that Anaïs Nin had the biggest cosmetic case he had ever seen. Dietrich was even elected an honorary member of the studio makeup and hairdressers union. And when Lana Turner’s apartment building caught on fire and she had to flee, she did so reluctantly. This proves that, in the femme fatale’s mind, it may be better to burn alive than be seen without her eyebrows. 
Some Fatales, though, use a bit of reverse-psychology. When Anaïs Nin felt the need to reassure her husband that she wasn’t going to be catting around in-transit as she left on a little solo vacation, she eschewed wearing her usual “face.” (Little did he know how easy it is for a skilled siren to apply eyeliner, even in a lurching train car.)
In his book Ava: Portrait of a Star, publicist and manager David Hanna described Ava Gardner’s mid-air make-up application:
Although Ava used very little make-up she applied it with skill and care, a time-consuming task under normal conditions—a hundred times more difficult in the air because of the confined space and poor lighting. But having traveled so widely, Ava had become an expert and could sneak in an eye line between ‘turbulence’ as deftly as before her make-up mirror at home. Combing and arranging her hair were timed to the second and, at the last moment, Ava floated into the ladies’ lavatory to change into whatever costume had been chosen for the arrival. When she stepped out of the powder room and surveyed herself in the large hand mirror that somehow found a place in the make-up box, a status expert would have no trouble in identifying her as a movie star.




The Canvas
Fatales of the early 20th century created their own base make-up by dabbing cream on their faces and then powdering the hell out of it, essentially creating what we now call “foundation” in a two-step process. Modern Fatales have it easier, if one thinks wading through hundreds of choices easier, though the classic femme fatale face has always been matte and powdered-down. This look is adult and elegant, but it takes skill to achieve and effort to maintain. To keep the look in check and prevent it from getting shiny, the tried-and-true pressed powder compact can be used throughout the day.
If the Fatale uses rouge or blush, she does so judiciously. She is not a flushed ingenue, shy, ashamed, and embarrassed as a virginal maiden. Dietrich quit using rouge when Mercedes De Acosta, her stylish lesbian friend, told her that it wasn’t congruous with Dietrich’s Fatale style and suggested she emphasize the dramatic contours of her bone structure. Indeed, the non-blushing, hollow-cheeked look is a femme fatale classic. Dietrich also applied a thin line of highlighter straight down the center of her nose, which she complained was shaped like “a duck’s behind,” so as to make it appear more regal and less flat.
Still, a few sly femme fatales prefer to style their faces counter to expectations into deceptively rosy visages of innocence. Monroe’s method was to make up her face with carefully applied foundation, then to dab very thin layers of Vaseline to her cheeks to achieve a healthy, glowing effect. Whatever her choice, the femme fatale knows that her facial skin acts as canvas to her artwork, most notably the eyes and lips.


The Windows to Her Dark Soul
Fatale ladies love a dramatic eye, whether smoky, lined, or bearing palm frond eyelashes.
One of the best eye cosmetics of all time can be found in Morocco and is called kohl. Kohl is made from a natural black mineral substance found in Africa’s parched deserts and Bedouin women use it to shade their eyes from the intense sun (as well as to look rad while riding around on camels). They apply kohl by dipping a cotton-covered stick in a little pot full of the stuff, putting the stick in the inner corner of their closed eye, and pulling it quickly along the lid to the outer corner. This, of course, will scare the hell out of the non-Bedouin femme fatale and make her sure she’s been rendered blind, but the result will be perfectly-lined and mysterious-looking eyes that last for a long long time. In lieu of excursions to Northern Africa, Marlene Dietrich lit a match and mixed the carbon with a bit of baby oil, then smudged the results on her eyelids.
Vampy starlets of the ’20s applied black make-up all around their eyes and then smudged it up into the crease. In the ’30s, Garbo’s eye make-up was based on a stage technique. A strong line was drawn using eyeliner just below the bottom lid, which created an “empty space” along the outside corner of the lid. Then the upper lid was lined and drawn down to meet the lower line. This caused the line to appear to dip low at the outside corner. The crease of the eye was emphasized with shadow and was also drawn down to meet the lower line. The lashes were then copiously mascara-ed. The result was a kind of sad, melancholy eye with a dramatically enlarged and extended shape. This “Garbo eye” technique was alluring enough for Marilyn Monroe to borrow.
In the ’30s and ’40s Hollywood make-up artists did not line the bottom eye, but, rather, drew a white or almost-white line on the lower waterline. This was thought to “open” the eyes, leaving them free of enclosing lines that were thought to limit their size.
The Fatale also adores liner that wings up at the corners for an exotic, Eastern look. This technique was developed in the 1950s and the result was referred to as “doe eyes” or “cat eyes.” It called for the top lid to be lined all the way from the inside corner, extending out past the outer corner and curving up to varying heights and using varying thicknesses. The lower lid was lined lightly with pencil and curved up to meet the upper wing. Another related and effective method is to bring a thick line up above the outer corner so that it never dips below its height at mid-eye level; this leaves the eyes “open” at the outside corners and creates a more exaggerated Asian eye. So successful was this method that it became a Fatale classic.
Fatales are not clowns and usually don’t like a lot of garish color. In fact, the classic femme fatale eye is nearly color-free, but if she lives in a marble palace and rules half the world the femme fatale should go ahead and throw on the eyeshadow in whatever the hell color she wants. Which brings us to The Year of Our Lord 1963. It was then that every budding Fatale with a theater ticket got a tremendous kick out of Elizabeth Taylor’s make-up in “Cleopatra”: the pale blue shadow from lid to brow with wildly elongated black eyeliner that inspired millions of potential world rulers to do the same. The look is both powerful and seductive, and La Liz admitted that after her make-up guy designed it she applied it herself (in true, self-reliant femme fatale fashion).
The femme fatale also makes use of her eyelash curler and mascara, and has probably tried false eyelashes. Dietrich’s falsies were affixed to the outer corners of her upper eyelids, which gave her eyes an exotic upward tilt.


The All-Important Eyebrow
Femme fatales always have kick-ass eyebrows—no exception—and they usually have a beautiful arch. How arching is up to them, but their eyebrows are never unkempt.
Sometimes it seems that whole Hollywood careers were based on eyebrows (just as, recently in Hollywood, whole careers have been based on boobs, which makes one realize that, really, brows are the boobs of the face). Most silver screen Fatales, such as Lana, removed their brows completely and forever redrew them, often above their natural ones, though Ava Gardner bravely defied studio make-up protocol and wouldn’t let anyone touch hers.
Dietrich’s drama-making brows changed radically from year to year and supply a view of the continuum of the Hollywood style, which evolved from ’20s wistful longing (thin, elongated, and rising above the nose) to the ’30s thin antennas of sly sophistication (rising to various heights at the temples) to ’40s thicker, more natural shapes (but still clean and defined) to the ’50s thick and dramatically arched brows (which imitated birds and tadpoles) to thick, short punctuation marks of the ’60s … and then the whole gamut were recycled again.


The Better to Kiss Her Detective
The femme fatale must have lips, definite lips, vivid lips, for they truly bring the femme fatale’s face alive. Hollywood Fatales drew their lips in a vast array of shapes, including the “Cupid’s bow” of the 1920s, the fuller and more rounded upper lip line of the ’30s (including the sneering “smear” popularized by Crawford), and the slightly exaggerated lip of the ’40s or ’50s (in which the points of upper lip—the V—were exaggerated and sharpened). Lip color was almost always some version of red, though in the ’60s Liz Taylor’s Cleopatra wore a pale pink mouth for a nude effect—the better to emphasize her amazing eyes—while in Mrs. Robinson’s case, her beige lipstick was simply killer with her dark eyes and exotic tan.
Ladies room attendants of yesteryear reported that Marlene Dietrich was never once seen re-doing her lips, even after long, multi-course meals—which showed that the lady had priorities. The old school trick for making lipstick more long-lasting is to leave the tube open without the cap, which will dry it out and make it adhere longer.


Femme Fatale Manicure and Pedicure
Most notoriously, femme fatales are known for their superb long, dark talons. In bygone years vamps filed their nails into points and painted them Jungle Red (a nail polish color made famous by the original film “The Women”). Today the Fatale might bend to the vicissitudes of fashion, but she usually sticks to what for her are classic colors: reds, burgundies (including Chanel’s now classic “Vamp” and Revlon’s “Vixen”), and clear or nude shades. Likewise, the femme fatale’s toenails are always attended to, even in winter, and the most oft-spied varnish hue is red.
Fatale Scents
Thousands of years ago the King of Babylon was said to have passed a law requiring his people to wear perfume, and somewhere in her soul the femme fatale remembers and obeys. Here are some wonderful Fatale perfumes:
•Jungle Gardenia (the 1940s classic and Joanie Crawford’s fave)

•Tabu

•My Sin

•Poison

•Opium

•Fracas (which fittingly means “fight” in French)

•Bandit

•Chloe Narcisse

•Quelches Fleurs (which was created over 200 years ago and is said to have been worn by Marie Antoinette)

•Acqua di Parma (worn by Ava Gardner)

•Jivago

•Bvlgari Omnia

•Bvlgari Pour Femme

•Tuber Rose by Mary Chess (Lana Turner’s favorite scent)

•Mitsouko (worn by Anaïs Nin in the 1920s)

•Alien

•Femme de Caron

•Bond no. 9 Nieuts de Nolio

•Bond no. 9 Chinatown

•Panthere de Cartier





Sartorial Sin
A Wicked Wardrobe and Why It’s Essential


“All my dresses are beautiful. They gotta be in this racket. There’s nothin’ like clothes; that’s the sugar that makes the flies come round.”

—Emmy Lou Eagan, played by Isabel Jewell

in “Marked Woman”

Anaïs Nin rightly called her clothes “costumes” as if she were an actor in a play, which in a way she was. And Dietrich spent most of her money on what she called “The Image,” which in her mind was largely comprised of highly stylized clothes. She was known to stand for hours in fitting consultations as her custom-made ensembles were pinned and re-pinned. If after a rendezvous in a new outfit Dietrich sensed that a sleeve wasn’t perfectly set, she’d tear out the damned thing and re-sew it herself in the middle of the night. In her chanteuse years she oversaw the arrangement of sequins on a dress, placing them one by one until she achieved the effect she was looking for. In short, Nin and Dietrich understood that a large part of their mythologies relied on rad wardrobes.
The fatal ladies that came before us knew a thing or two about the power of appropriate dressing, precious knowledge that seems to have been lost in recent years when in the interest of throwing off societal restraints, potentially stylish women also pitched out their sense. These days even weddings and—dare we mention?—funerals (which hold enormous potential for display and fanfare) seem to call for the dregs of one’s closet. It’s truly depressing when life’s rich pageant is costumed in crass message t-shirts, athleisure, and endless denim.
So study up. Helpful boxes throughout this book supply a comprehensive list that takes into account all those important events in a Fatale’s life (say, shooting one’s husband in a hall of mirrors or preparing to face a firing squad) for which appropriate attire will be required.


Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Visiting Her Boyfriend in Jail Immediately Before His Execution
Dress with matching hat. Dress has shoulder pads and a large cut-out
at cleavage with a big diamond broach.
Hat has veil covering face and two fur pom-poms on top.
Huge fur stole. Black gloves, envelope purse,
and black shoes with ankle-straps.
(As worn by Margo, played by Jean Gillie in “Decoy.”)


General Rules
 
The femme fatale is an adult, a grown-up, and adults tend to assume identities and don uniforms. And though she is not a doll, she dolls up. She knows the “Fatale’s Law,” which reveals the humiliating truth that if she wears scroungy clothes in public, she will run into an ex-boyfriend or her arch enemy. Better not to tempt fate.
No doubt the Fatale’s wardrobe is overflowing with cocktail dresses and gowns and beautiful, high-heeled shoes. For that reason the self-respecting femme should take the attitude that any day can be dress-up day. Even if the femme fatale works at a truck stop, she manages to dress with panache.
The femme fatale makes no apologies for being female and doesn’t believe that she has to ape men, their manners, or their clothing so as to get ahead in the world. Conversely, she knows that the androgynous look can underscore her femininity quite handily. Important: She does not dress like a man to obscure her femininity. Rather, she emphasizes her femininity through contrast. Capeesh?
When designing for the great Garbo, Adrian noticed that she wore mens-style clothing in her every day life, including turtlenecks and loafers. In the movies he soon had her in trench coats (fresh out of WWI’s battle trenches), men’s silk pajamas, trousers with V-neck sweaters and sneakers, yachting caps, and the cloche-style hat (which became known as “the Garbo”). Raging contrarian that she was, Garbo loved to attend glamorous film premieres wearing simple tweed skirts, sweaters, and berets. In later life, Garbo told friends she dressed only in slacks and packed sixteen pairs for one particular vacation. She also proudly claimed she was one of the first women to wear the polo neck (turtleneck) sweater, which in the 1920s was considered strictly menswear but is now a mainstay of every woman’s closet.
It was Ms. Dietrich, though, who really glammed-out the androgynous look, taking it into the realm of perverse cheekiness. She, like Garbo, was one of the first public figures to wear pants in America, but she also adored tuxedos, military suits, and military caps, and she had men’s shoes custom made for her to wear with her slacks. Somehow the effect was always devastatingly sexy, especially because she often counterposed it with slinky gowns and masses of jewelry.
Verboten
 
The femme fatale does not do dowdy unless she is masquerading as something other than she is so as to not call attention to herself. Going incognito can be one of her special tricks. In such a case, she de-glams, but she is aware of the fact that she’s doing it. Also, she knows that mystery is more intriguing than letting-it-all-hang-out exposure, which is an abomination to her sensibilities.
The true femme fatale is also a bit of an anti-princess. She was not spoiled and coddled as a girl, therefore she doesn’t do a lot of bouffant or billowing or pouffy or prim, and she is careful about overly crisp or stiff fabric, which can look prissy on her. She is not a prom queen, a debutante, a preppy, a spoiled heiress, or a society matron.
The femme fatale is also not a demanding diva who must advertise her wealth, fame, or importance with an aggressive display of labels and baubles, furs and attitude. Her closet does not rival the entire ladies’ clothing department at Bloomingdales. She is not dying for attention and she’s bored by ostentatious wealth. In fact, she wants something more illusive than attention or wealth, something unnamable.
Finally, the femme fatale is not the girl next door. She will never wear gingham, not even to a picnic. Probably the only time she’ll wear athletic shoes is when she is engaging in athletic activities, otherwise “Nyet!”
Here is Marlene Dietrich’s advice for dressing on a budget from her classic Fatale tome, Marlene Dietrich’s ABC :
Don’t ever follow the latest trend, because in a short time you will look ridiculous. Don’t buy green, red or any other flamboyant-colour dress. A small wardrobe must consist of outfits that you can wear again and again. Therefore, black, navy blue, and grey are your colours. Don’t buy separates. Don’t believe the sales talk that you can have five dresses for the price of one. And don’t buy cheap materials, no matter how attractive the dress looks to you. Don’t say you can’t afford a dress made of expensive materials. Save up for it. If you have one good suit, preferably grey (navy gets shiny), two black dresses, a black wool skirt, a couple of black and grey sweaters, you’ll be well dressed most of the year until summer, when you’ll wear simple cotton dresses. Another suggestion, don’t send your clothes to the cleaner’s all the time. Spot-clean and press them yourself. It’s worth it because they last longer. And while you’re saving for that good black dress, on your next date wear a black sweater and skirt. Nothing wrong with that as long as you don’t ruin the elegance of the outfit by overemphasis of the bosom.




I Love a Femme in a Uniform
The Cocktail Dress
When a woman enters the Fatale Army, they issue her her first cocktail dress. This is her uniform—standard issue. It might come from the mall. It might come from a fancy designer. Hell, she might find it at a garage sale for a dollar. Whatever—this is an adult dress and it is the mainstay of her wardrobe and this dress very well might be black. Otherwise known as the “LBD,” the little black dress was made—literally made—for the femme fatale and she should have one if not several. Crystal, the full-on fatal lady in “The Women,” stole sweet Mary Haine’s husband even though she was just a lowly shop girl and had a dreadful soul. What did she wear? A black dress. Dee-vine.
The Evening Gown
The femme fatale must have a long evening gown that is dramatic and glamorous—never frilly. And when she’s invited to a party and everyone else shows up wearing jeans and flipflops, she must make a grand entrance in her gown. That’ll show ‘em how it’s done.
A Killer Suit
Lana Turner always relied on perfect-fitting tailored suits in bold colors to look her best, both in the movies and out. Marilyn Monroe’s Rose Loomis wore form-fitting suits as she vamped her way through “Niagara.” And Linda Fiorentino’s entire wardrobe in “The Last Seduction” consisted of suit-y business attire in black, white, and gray. Here is David Hanna’s description of Ava Gardner’s kick-ass suit in his book Ava: Portrait of a Star:
She was dressed conservatively in a light gray suit with simple pleats in the skirt, a tight-fitting jacket and a polka-dot kerchief around her neck. She wore no hat. Her hair was pulled back but not so tightly that the evening breeze couldn’t catch it up. Over one arm she carried a simple cloth coat. Her hand held a black bag. Her smile was radiant.

The Simple White Blouse or Sweater
There is something perversely uniformy about a white or off-white top with a black skirt or black slacks. Let it be known Phyllis Dietrichson wore a white sweater when she went to seal the deal with Walter Neff in “Double Indemnity.”
A Pencil Skirt
‘Nuff said.
The All-Important Coat
Garbo’s Mata Hari coat had gigantic collar and cuffs and she wore it with gloves and boots: to die for.
Animal Prints
Don’t forget that when Mrs. Robinson, the original cougar, met Benjamin for a tryst in “The Graduate,” she arrived wearing a faux leopard coat over a little black top and an animal print skirt.
Heels
They destroy your feet.  They keep your podiatrist in business.  But they also terrify the populace with their intimidating clack-clack-clack as you stomp down the street.  It’s amazing how much power a four-inch heel can have.

The Eastern Look
Orientalism is a cornerstone of the femme fatale’s taste. Serpent bras … sarongs … veils … Egyptian kohl around the eyes … a satin blouse with a Nehru collar and frog closures up the side … a snug Suzy Wong Cheongsam … Middle Eastern jewelry … a lounging costume with elaborate embroidery … geisha girl robes … a fan … chopsticks for the hair … Indian jewelry … a sari … Grecian sandals. The Eastern look is exotic and therefore a bit dangerous.
Time-traveling Fatales will certainly want to beam back to 1920s and ’30s Shanghai when the smoldering crossroads of sin was newly-filled with White Russians and beginning to be influenced by Hollywood, but still beholden to its magnificent history. According to Beverley Jackson in Shanghai Girl Gets All Dressed Up, “working girls” or “women with fathers, husbands, or lovers who could afford their upkeep” were always dressed to the nines while also known for “stepping unseeing over a ragged corpse dead from starvation and cold.”
The Envelope Purse
Every femme fatale worth her salt owns a black envelope (or “clutch”) purse—and possibly a whole wardrobe of envelope purses. Dietrich liked hers big because she thought tiny bags were pretentious.
The Right Hat
A veiled picture hat that obscures the face (think Alexis Carrington Colby) will wow everyone in the courtroom. A turban (a la Lana Turner in “The Postman Always Rings Twice”) will help convince the drifter to do the femme fatale’s bidding. A white hat that matches her suit (as did Michelle Pfeiffer’s in “Scarface”) will entice the high-rolling drug-dealer to blow away her current beau and make her his lady.
A beret dipping over one eye, a mannish fedora, a generous Russian-style winter hat, a lace veil … these are the things from which drama is made. A humongous sunhat is the only way to face the beach and a filmy scarf wrapped around the head and neck is the only way to survive a ride in a convertible. Garbo’s Mata Hari wore skullcaps, wide hair bands, turbans, and small cloche hats—and she had all of Paris at her feet.
Gloves
Remember, Gilda’s entire nightclub routine was built around the removal of long, black, satiny gloves.
Sunglasses
Sunglasses are the modern equivalent of the veiled hat.
A Killer Swimming Costume
A bikini, swimsuit, or sunsuit in white or black a la Lana Turner in “The Postman Always Rings Twice” or Rita Hayworth in “The Lady from Shanghai” is the femme fatale’s chosen apparel for a summer rendezvous.
Nightwear
The femme fatale has a veritable wardrobe of nightgowns that double as her loungewear, and she doesn’t think it’s a bad idea to have matching satin mule-type slippers to wear when taking late-night or early-morning meetings with her detective.
Lingerie
The femme fatale probably has a terrific lingerie drawer that holds, of course, the essential black bra and panty set. It is said that the real Mata Hari, believing that her breasts weren’t so great after having two children, wore a jeweled bra to bed when she had guests.
Jewelry
Phyllis Dietrichson wore her delicate little anklet rather effectively in “Double Indemnity” and it could be said that this strand of gleaming metal was the downfall of Walter Neff. Phyllis also wore huge rings—gigantic rectangles of gemstone—with almost every outfit. Crystal Allen’s barbaric necklace and matching bracelets were devastating against the backdrop of her simple black dress in “The Women.” And picture Dietrich without her strategically placed beads and baubles. It practically can’t be done.


Getting Dressed
 
The Fatale enjoys dressing and may even make a ritual out of it.  Here is how Taylor Pero described Lana Turner’s dressing room in Always, Lana:

The first touches I noticed in this dressing room were the soft stereo music already playing and, beside a sumptuous couch on which Lana would relax between scenes, a table with a makeup mirror. This wasn’t just a makeup mirror, mind you, it was a tall, three-sided mirror that enabled Lana to inspect every inch of herself before she faced the cameras. I don’t mention Lana’s fastidiousness in a snide or derogatory manner: apart from being a natural-born perfectionist, Lana Turner is keenly aware of what her fans and peers alike expect from her. They want the epitome of beauty and glamour, and Lana would go mad if she thought she let them down.




Color Me Fatale
Though fashion designers dictate this or that revolting “in” shade every season, finding flattering colors that suit her complexion is a task the femme fatale takes most seriously. But when all else fails, she knows she can rely on the wisdom of the ages.
The modern femme fatale’s closet is probably an inky sea of black and that’s because she knows she looks simply fantastic in it. In fact, no Fatale dame doesn’t have key pieces in black, such as the crucial little dress, a good coat, sunglasses, gloves, high-heeled shoes, an envelope purse, the perfect hat, and a set of nice lingerie.
Fatales also like white. The better to disguise their dark natures? Lana Turner’s character Cora in “The Postman Always Rings Twice” wore almost nothing but white. In the first scene it was white shorts and a white midriff top. Later, for an illicit tryst at the beach, it was a white bikini. A white coat for murdering her husband? But of course! And, finally, a simple white ensemble for court. Kathleen Turner’s Matty wore white in all but one scene in “Body Heat” (and that was the one during which she met with lawyers after her husband’s death). Sharon Stone’s Catherine Tramell wore white sans underwear in the interrogation scene (during which she withered San Francisco’s entire police interrogation unit). In short, when she wants to be really bad, the Fatale wears white.
The Fatale is also hopelessly drawn to red, the color of passion, love, sex, hearts, anger, and blood. Why not get married in red and upset the whole community?
Purple, a complicated, twisted color, is both perverse and associated with royalty and, so it goes, the femme fatale loves it.
And let it be known that the movies gave birth to the concept of the neutral. Because films of the pre-Technicolor era were black and white, the colors black and white but also silver and gray and beige became chic and glamorous.
Finally, pastels must be used judiciously. They are employed most effectively when the Fatale flies incognito as a harmless woman. For example, Marilyn’s baby blue number in “Niagara”? Was it a ruse to appear innocent while heartlessly plotting to do away with her husband?


Tips for a Fatale Closet
There comes a time in every femme fatale’s life when she wants to kill off her entire closet. If the contents are sparse she doesn’t despair, for it’s wonderfully restful to be able to stuff all of one’s belongings in a suitcase and hit the road. Still, it’s very likely that our Fatale girl doesn’t have everything she needs, and this calls for some meditation—as well as a cocktail.
Consider: It’s very likely that the Fatale has gone shopping with the goal of knocking a couple of things off her list, perhaps practical items for work, and yet came home clutching an animal print bikini and a red evening gown. She thereby joins the ranks of all great femme fatales who harbor restless dreams and dangerous schemes. This is because sometimes an item of clothing can be a wish, a dream, a desire. It can be a talisman and physical symbol for a more exciting and glamorous life.
Let us consider the closet of one of the queens of restless dreams and take inspiration. Here is a partial list of Anaïs Nin’s “costumes,” as described in The Early Diary of Anaïs Nin Volume Four 1927—1931:

•“Tight-fitting dark blue velvet dress with enormous medieval sleeves slit to show half the arm”

•“Black velvet dress with black lace sleeves and black hat with veil over the eyes—and all my Florentine jewelry”

•“Gold lame’ turban ... to go with my gold lame’ dress”

•“Hair up and slick (with water), earrings, black velvet dress, and my shawl from Granada”

•“Black silk coat, coral silk dress, very tight-fitting, with a row of black buttons, and a three-cornered black hat with a veil”

•“Red-and-black Grecian dress”

•“A white evening dress, a red carnation, Molyneux ‘Fete’ perfume”

•“Turquoise Grecian cape and dress and black hat ... an accroche coeur [literally, a hearthooker] on my forehead”

•“Jade green cape”

•“A red-and-white sheer chiffon dress without sleeves”

•“An indescribable green dress made by the Russian woman according to my design, a subtle, insidious dress, revealing and concealing the figure at the same time, Oriental in essence, complex in its embroidery, entirely unintelligible ...”

•“Black turban”

•“Yellow Spanish dress”

•“Black underwear, my black velvet dress, coral earrings and bracelet, Egyptian perfume, my black hat and fur coat”

•“Green dress and gold slippers”

•“Vaporous turquoise dress and cape and hat, hair made black with water, eyelashes heavy with paint, eyelids painted green (as per suggestion of Natasha) and, oh, very crimson lips and tinkling bracelets, and all the cheap seductions (except for the perfume, because it is not cheap enough)”

•“Sky blue dress and blue linen hat ... cretonne bag and cretonne umbrella”

•“Long amethyst chiffon dress and sandals”

•“Beautiful Chinese pyjamas from the Biarritz”

•“Chinese red-and-black silk coat”

•“Asiatic-Russian old rose costume, as for a Byzantine opera”

•“A pair of lace gloves, a red picture hat, a little red jacket, a Robertson clan plaid skirt, a turquoise cape dyed black, several evening dresses lengthened, new petticoats made out of artificial silk”

And finally, she writes:
•“I have time to re-dye my black gloves with India ink. They were worn and turning white.”





Everyday Fatalism
Her Scandalous Home Life


“If you want the girl next door, go next door.”
—Joan Crawford
Whether it be a lavish, high-ceilinged mansion, a dumpy little motel room, a seemingly innocent suburban ranch house, a one-bedroom apartment, or a trailer on the edge of town, the femme fatale’s lair is where her schemes and dreams incubate—and often where her true self really shows. There may be a slightly transient feel to the Fatale’s home, as if she may pick up and take off at any moment. Certainly she is always looking for something more in life and isn’t wed to mere material possessions.
Unlike the bombshell (who is known for being a bit of a mess in the domestic arena) or the diva (who is weighed down by entitlement issues and relies helplessly on staff), the femme fatale is driven and resourceful and therefore quite capable of being a spectacular homemaker. At some point she will create a beautiful home, become a rather good cook, and have a few adored pets so she knows at least someone in the world really likes her. Though not simplistic or materialistic enough to become truly domestic—living out her frustrations by buying everything in sight or achieving genuine fulfillment making cupcakes the way so many girls-next-door do—the Fatale enjoys expressing herself creatively on the home front. So whether she ends up in a palace or a double-wide (Pola Negri’s home in “One Arabian Night” was a wagon also occupied by an old hag and a hunchback), she can turn it into her little corner of beauty.


Lairs We Have Known
According to the dictionary, a “lair” is “the resting or living place of a wild animal.” Exactly! It’s also defined as “a refuge or place for hiding.” Absolutely! Even Fatales find the need put down roots—if only temporarily.
Anaïs: The Martha Stewart of Fatales
Anaïs Nin was one of the most deft lair-builders of all time. As an idealistic newlywed living in a New York bungalow in 1924, she kept scrapbooks of ideas for interior decoration and lavished her home with attention, painting her dining room blue and her bedroom rose and gray. She even went so far as to paint her husband’s hairbrushes to match the room. When she and her husband moved to Paris and found a flat on the Left Bank, Ms. Nin decorated it in a “modernization of the Oriental style,” complete with a “Moorish bed” she found in an antique shop. She hung Oriental lamps, draped shawls over furniture, and created each room as if she were setting the stage for a romantic drama. After her business-smart American husband received a raise from his appreciative Parisian employers, Anaïs filled her apartment with gothic furniture and hired a maid.
The stock market took a dramatic tumble a few years later and the couple was forced to take more modest accommodations in the Parisian suburb of Louveciennes, so they rented a crumbling two-hundred year old cottage (the yard of which was said to have been the landing spot of Madame DuBarry’s guillotined head). Nin immediately set to work, painting each room to inspire certain moods. She hung “yards and yards of turquoise green velvet for the studio window,” affixed a mosaic of blue stones to her fireplace, and bought an elaborately beautiful aquarium of glass fish to sit on the mantle place. She described this house as bringing a world of excitement to her.
After World War II broke out and Nin was forced to flee France, she turned on a dime and created a modern New York apartment, but had her friends paint the many windows to look like a pagan cathedral of stained glass. Then when she began an alternate life on the West coast with her second husband, they lived in a Japanese-inspired abode designed by Eric Lloyd Wright and built in a hilly area of Los Angeles that on clear days had a view of the ocean. Anaïs saw to it that this, her final home, was minimalistically pure, spacious, and filled with light. It had an indoor sand garden, walls decorated with avant-garde artwork, a fireplace that Nin thought looked like it belonged in a castle, and a black swimming pool surrounded by willowy trees. Nin’s second husband, Rupert Pole, claimed that after she died and her ashes were scattered in the sea, the tree that had obscured their view of the ocean inexplicably died and allowed him to see his beloved Fatale’s final resting place.
Dona Sol’s Hacienda
Dona Sol, played by a young Rita Hayworth in “Blood and Sand,” possessed the kind of crib for which femme fatales are famous. She lived in Spain (though her lavish home looked suspiciously like a Fox sound stage). No matter, the place was nothing less than magnificent: a vast palace with ceilings so high as to seem nonexistent, gleaming pale blue floors and pale blue walls, as well as very ornate cream-colored furniture, a cream brocade couch, and a fabulous chandelier. Dona Sol owned paintings by famed Spanish painter Diego Velazquez and had a humongous courtyard with a fountain. Like a jewel in her setting, she sat at her dinner table dressed in a long white gown and diamonds, then sent her guests and servants away so that she might entertain her new toy: a handsome matador.
Ava’s House
The glamorous femme fatale might also quench her romantic craving for a simple home, as did Ava Gardner after her marriage to Artie Shaw went kaput. She hunted for months before finally buying a quaint pink house on a hill surrounded by a white picket fence. She went right to work, planting yellow rose bushes herself and decorating room by room to create a homey, cozy ambiance, though her blackout curtains (which she installed so she could sleep during the day after long nights listening to jazz in smoky clubs) tended to give away her Fatale nature.
She eventually inherited what had been MGM studio queen Norma Shearer’s old dressing room, a three-room suite with a long expanse of mirror surrounded by lightbulbs, a boudoir, a bathroom, and a kitchen. She decorated the walls with photographs of herself with studio head L. B. Mayer, writer George Bernard Shaw, and Clark Gable.
Her lovely home in Palm Springs was a simple affair and conveniently located right next to the airport. It had a swimming pool and patio with a broiler outside. She loved to whip up vast meals while entertaining guests and, though the rest of the house was extremely tidy, the kitchen was always a hell of a mess from Ava’s non-stop cooking of Californian, Southern, Italian, and Chinese feasts.
While living in Spain, Ava’s home was a red brick number named La Bruja because it was topped with a weathervane in the shape of a witch riding a broomstick. She spent quite a lot of time hunting for the right items for this abode and placed a Spanish four-poster bed in one of the bedrooms.
In her later life, Ava’s London apartment was full of good paintings and real eighteenth and nineteenth century antiques, including a canopied Chippendale bed. There were said to be framed photographs of relatives and friends, but absolutely no homage to her Hollywood career, which she valued very little.
M.D. (Doctor of Fatale) and Her “Laboratory”
In the early 1930s Marlene Dietrich’s self-decorated Beverly Hills home was a dramatic extension of her exotic, sensual image: an avant-garde den, all black and white and extremely modern with a huge white couch. It was sexy and strange with its graphic zebra prints and shiny black throw pillows, its mirrored bathroom and mirrored vanity table laden with beautiful bottles and jars, as well as its lush shag carpet. Dietrich needed only stand in her living room, cigarette in hand, to seem ensconced in ambient drama.
At another point in the ’30s Dietrich rented the home of Countess di Frasso, which was decorated in a modernization of the Japanese style, complete with elaborate, stylized wallpaper and the ubiquitous shag rug, as well as dramatic black and white chairs. Meanwhile, M.D.’s dressing room on Paramount’s famed Stars Dressing Room Row was extremely modern for the era and she adorned it with her favorite good luck dolls, including the cute African bushman doll that went with her everywhere.
In the ’50s Dietrich had a tryst with pop singer and teen heartthrob Eddie Fisher (who was to become the husband and ex-husband of polar opposites Debbie Reynolds and Elizabeth Taylor). He was twenty-five to Dietrich’s fifty-five, but he described their first date in his book Eddie: My Life and Loves:
I went to her Park Avenue apartment, which was furnished in perfect taste … . We were alone and Marlene was dressed in a beautiful and very revealing beige gown. She asked me to open a bottle of wine, we drank, and then she disappeared into the kitchen to prepare supper. She served it herself and I was the inexperienced boy, just like in one of her own movies, and I was both excited and a little scared. But Marlene knew how to make me feel like a man. After dinner she sat at my feet and we talked about our lives, about love. The ceiling of her bedroom was mirrored, which was also a surprise. And that night I discovered the aura of glamour and mystery that always surrounded Marlene was not a trick or illusion. Her beauty, her charm, her humor, her generosity were real.

In another autobiography about his love life, charmingly titled Been There, Done That, Fisher returns to the memory of the mirrored ceiling, specifying that it was carved.
Dietrich’s film characters also seemed to call for the most cutting-edge settings Hollywood had to offer. Interestingly, her fictional settings were either minimalistic or ornate in the extreme. In the film “Desire,” her character (a glamorous jewel thief) resides in an all-white hotel and encounters a Parisian shrink (attired in formal morning coat) whose office is stunningly modern, spacious, and all white.
Garbo’s Place
When Garbo first came to America in the ’20s, she tried to create a peaceful refuge from the superficiality that was Hollywood. Her home was not lavish by Hollywood standards and she had her Japanese gardener help her install a hammock in her back yard, as well as a table and chairs in her garden. Friend Mercedes De Acosta reported that Garbo’s early Hollywood bedroom was like “a man’s room.”
Years later, Garbo bought a luxury apartment in New York City from which she emerged on a regular basis for her constitutionals. It was said to have been spacious, beautiful, romantic, and traditional. Furniture was in the style of the Louises XV and XVI, and she was a fan of lush velvets and opulent fringe. She was a devotee of lovely paintings, some by Renoir and Modigliani, though she tended to buy whatever caught her eye. She proclaimed her allegiance to the use of dusty pinks, crimsons, buff, and rose in decorating.
Visitors have said the ambiance was surprisingly feminine, though her friend Cecil Beaton strenuously objected to her taste, writing in his famed diary that he particularly hated one candelabra and her use of the color lavender in her bedroom. He said her apartment did not reflect her true unconventionality and simplicity. Ironically, Beaton probably failed to grasp Garbo’s true nature: one of extreme romanticism and drama, which could be reflected in both the austere and the opulent.
Theda’s Den
During her years as Hollywood’s first vamp Theda Bara lived in a large “pseudo-Tudor” house in Los Angeles, a style that was all the rage in the early 20th century. She filled her home with “tiger skin rugs, crystal balls and skulls”—clearly setting a standard for baby vamps to come. Visitors said that she used velvet ottomans, beaded curtains, incense, and exotic prints to dramatic effect and, in keeping with her image, kept exotic pets.
Mata’s Lair
The real Mata Hari, who lived for a time in Java, took stylistic elements of the exotic Eastern world and used them to create an image of mystery and sensuality. Entering the realm of fictional abodes, Mata Hari’s dressing room in the 1931 film starring Greta Garbo is a den of sensuality: tall ceilings, lush flowers, folding screens, satin-covered chairs, flowing champagne. Her home is even more stunning: a low bed swathed in satin with a statue of Shiva at its head, lavish curtains and canopies, rugs, and potted plants.
Crystal’s Web
Moving into the late 1930s, that “terrible mantrap” Crystal Allen was finally able to steal away Stephen Haines from sweet little Mary Haines in the original version of “The Women.” As a result, she moved into an upscale apartment and threw her weight around, getting the place up to snuff so she could spend long evenings lounging in her vast marble bathroom (a monstrosity which Stephen’s little daughter describes as “perfectly ridiculous”). It was here that she would take to her huge bath with pillow and cigarette at the ready and receive guests or take calls from her new on-the-sly boyfriend.
Mrs. Dietrichson’s Pad
Sliding into the noir ’40s, Phyllis Dietrichson’s Mediterranean-style home in “Double Indemnity” provides the benchmark for suburban fatalism. With a front door shrouded by palm trees, dust wafting through the air, stucco walls, dark tiles everywhere including the staircase, Spanish wrought iron railing, Oriental rugs, ornate wood furniture, Moorish lamps, floral-patterned upholstered furniture (with a gun under the cushion), a big vase on the floor filled with cattails, and a piano partially covered with a shawl … well, the place just of screams of dreams and frustrations. Finally, framed photographs of Phyllis’ hated husband and stepdaughter (though absolutely none of Phyllis) reveal that she is only passing through on her way to something better.
Gilda’s Nest
When Gilda marries into money in Buenos Aires, she becomes the Fatale of the house on a classy street. The interior is decorated in an ornate Spanish style, but in pale colors. Predominant are baroque and curving shapes, pillars, crystal chandeliers, and a huge curving marble staircase with wrought iron railing. Gilda’s glamorous boudoir, in which she plays jazzy music on her phonograph while getting dressed for dinner, has the all-important mirrors and a satin-skirted dressing table laden with cosmetics, combs, brushes, as well as gigantic perfume decanters. It also boasts a lush shag rug and brocade curtains—in short, a place fit for a Fatale.
Amy North’s Apartment
Psychology student Amy North in “Young Man with a Horn” lives in a vast, modern apartment interspersed here and there with romantic and rococo items such as candelabras and sculpture lamps. The centerpiece of her lair is a white cockatoo named Louise who Amy describes as her “best friend.” The apartment is in white and pale shades, though her grand piano is black. She plays Chopin’s “Nocturne” on it—the only song she knows. Everything about her pad is sleek, elegant, and imposing, and she lounges in it like a gorgeous piece of sculpture.
Joan Collins’ Starlet Style
In the 1950s, Joan Collins was a badass starlet at Fox Studios and she co-starred with the likes of Richard Burton, Harry Belafonte, and Robert Wagner. She wasted no time having her way with all manner of cute boys and for her labors in the Fatale trenches she was thought to be quite a shocking girl, something she details in her autobiography, Past Imperfect. She describes her apartment thusly:
I was fairly frugal. The apartment on Shoreham Drive—furnished in white-beige-and-pink Sears Roebuck starlet style—cost two hundred and fifty dollars a month. I either ate out or was on a diet so my fridge contained cottage cheese, a few bottles of white wine and little else. The freezer, however, was full of Will Wright’s ice cream in every different flavor for the odd afternoons when I threw caution to the wind and indulged in an ice-cream fit. I had a car befitting my starlet status. A flashy pink Thunderbird, which certainly got attention when I zipped along Sunset Boulevard well over the speed limit, with the radio blaring Latin American music. My closet contained a large selection of Saks and Magnin’s lowest-cut dresses, a white mink stole, a black mink coat, a white sheared-beaver coat and a blue fox hat which I had bought in an abandoned moment and had never worn. I was sartorially prepared for any eventuality. Of material possessions other than these I had none.

Mrs. Robinson’s Room
Cool, counter-culture femme fatale Mrs. Robinson lived in one of Los Angeles’ upscale suburban abodes in “The Graduate.” The fully-stocked bar and relaxing “sunporch” weren’t enough to pacify this frustrated artist. Her mainly white boudoir was the room most revealing of her true nature, what with its all-important skirted and glamorously-lit vanity table, large bed with mirrored headrest, and chandelier lamps over the bedside tables. The lavish pink, purple, and gold accents, the white shag carpet, and the ubiquitous white phone of ’60s-style glamour capped off the room’s Fatale splendor.
Lana’s Living Space
Early in her career the laudable Lana Turner bought a modest cottage north of Sunset Boulevard and filled it with frills and flounces, china figurines and ruffles. In the late sixties, Lana lived atop one of the Hollywood Hills in a spacious and formidable mansion with a white door and white columns, a small fountain, and a small fish pond. Her secretary and manager describes first seeing the house in his book, Always, Lana:
Dr. Dante [Lana’s husband at the time] grasped my shoulder and ushered me through a white marble foyer into what was one of the largest living rooms I’d ever seen… . The walls of Lana’s home were white and covered with dozens of oil paintings done primarily in reds, oranges, and greens. The carpeting was white shag beneath an array of handsome sofas, a bumper-pool table in the bar area, and, at a remote end of the room, a white, baby-grand piano on which a silver-framed photograph of the Lady of the House was prominently displayed. Beyond it hung the framed document issued by the Academy of Motion Arts and Sciences citing Miss Turner for her Best Actress of the Year nomination as Constance MacKenzie in Peyton Place. There was a fireplace faced in white marble and, in contrast to the blank street-side of the house, the inside consisted of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the canyon below and across the pool and rows of cypress trees, an arboreal regiment that surrounded the hilltop and guarded the privacy of its occupants. Altogether it was a stunning place, though far from overpowering, due to the good taste of its appointments.

Catherine Tramell’s Mansion
Catherine Tramell, played by Sharon Stone in “Basic Instinct,” lives in a mansion of neo-classical styling. A grand, sweeping staircase, marble statues, and fine art provide the perfect backdrop for the work of art that is our divinely Fatale protagonist. Not surprisingly, the color scheme includes white walls, all white decor, an all white bedroom, and a big bed with gold bed-frame. Naughty Catherine also has lesbian lover on hand.
Kathryn’s Chateau
The truly superlative apartment in “Cruel Intentions” is a modern take on 18th century French decor. Though she pretends to be Mary Sunshine to the world, Kathryn’s room is where her true colors show. Rich, jewel-tone blue walls with silver detailing, sheer silver curtains, a satin bedspread and sheets over a gigantic bed, thick shag carpet, mirrors … Kathryn is Mata Hari in a schoolgirl uniform. Her divine living room has vast marble floors, sumptuous antiques, red satin chairs, large romantic paintings, and pots of orchids.
Cleo’s Digs
But of course the final word in lairs suitable for the femme fatale is Cleopatra’s awe-inspiring palace as seen in the 1963 film of the same name. It is a vast Egyptian crib by way of early ’60s Hollywood built mainly, it seems, of marble. It has the requisite huge carved marble tub, enormous bed hung with gauzy canopies and curtains, statues, the ever-present vanity table, and private chambers strewn with handmaidens and Nubian slaves. What better place to be dissatisfied?


Lair Essentials
Universally, the femme fatale likes feminine décor. Her tastes hint at her dreams, her love of mystery, her sensuality, her love of exoticism, and her secretly romantic nature. She likes comfort and she likes drama and these two needs war it out in her constantly.
The femme fatale will probably avoid anything too practical, casual, utilitarian, cheerful, or dull. She is not likely to be drawn to a nautical theme, gingham curtains, or roughly-hewn hippie pottery. She will draw the line at anything made of plastic and she hates framed posters with smarmy, inspirational messages. On the other hand, there are objects that make her dark little heart sing.
•A vanity table with a big make-up mirror

•A sweeping staircase

•A satin settee

•A cool, old-fashioned phone

•Numerous mirrors

•Lamps of miniature classical statues

•A canopied bed

•A vast marble hallway (possibly with a floor in a checkerboard pattern)

•Window treatments involving tasseled curtains, swags, draping fabrics

•Huge pillows

•Richly upholstered furniture

•Lush shag rugs

•Potted plants

•Dramatic flowers in dramatic vases

Illuminating Her World
When Garbo first came to Hollywood she didn’t particularly impress anyone. Then Lillian Gish suggested that Garbo use Gish’s tried-and-true cameraman to take photographs and he lit her using his own special technique. Suddenly it was a whole new Garbo: luminous, otherworldly, goddess-like. And then the dip-shit studio finally realized what it had.
Precise lighting was also Dietrich’s special trick, one that director Joseph Von Sternberg created for her and one that she did well to utilize. When Von Sternberg cast Dietrich in “The Blue Angel,” he began experimenting with lighting and directed it from different angles at what had seemed her rather unremarkable face. He tried straight on, from the right, from the left, and a haloed silhouette from behind. Then he hit upon the lighting that created the look he wanted and the look Dietrich was known for: overhead illumination that carved out her beautiful cheekbones with key-lights above and in front, and possibly with another light behind her head to light up the hair. The result was the classic Marlene Dietrich face: spectacular cheekbones, heavy-lidded and deep-set eyes, a lovely nose, and sensuous lips. It was a face quite different from the simply- and flatly-lit version.
Dietrich mimicked this technique in her own home, positioning lights so that when she “hit her mark” in the perfect spot next to her mantle she could wow guests with her exotic beauty. When working on films, the great M.D. was renowned for always having a mirror so she could check herself before each shot. She was said to be able to feel if she was correctly or incorrectly lit by the heat of the lamps.
And for the femme fatale who hasn’t been lit by a genius director, pink light bulbs are a tried and true way to flatter any girl’s complexion. They say that Mae West festooned her Ravenswood apartment with scores of pink 25-watt bulbs. As Raquel Welch reported after an audience with eighty-something year-old West in her famous pad, “It was dark in there.”


Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Greeting a Patsy in Her Home
A towel. Oh, and a pastel scarf around the head.
Hair should be platinum with “voodoo dolly” bangs.
Change into a light-colored, belted shirtdress with tuxedo-style ruffles on the chest and wrists. Wear a bracelet and large ring.
Most important accessory: a delicate anklet.
Also, shoes must have pom-poms over the toe.
(As worn by Phyllis, played by Barbara Stanwyck
in “Double Indemnity.”)


Fatale Cuisine
At her Chinese New Year’s banquet in “Shanghai Gesture,” Mother Gin Sling served birds nests, seaweed, and shark fins (plus “an appetizer for the male guests”: pretty girls in cages who were forcibly auctioned). Yes, there’s always that chance that the femme fatale is a whiz in the kitchen.
Any food or drink that involves flames will thrill the Fatale. For that reason she likes crepes, fondue, and those Japanese places where she sits close while the chef wields knives in dramatic fashion. Dessert will most likely be Bananas Foster, Baked Alaska, Pears Flambé, or Cherries Jubilee. And though she isn’t much for camping, she loves a restaurant that provides a burner so she can roast her own marshmallow and make S’mores right at the table.
Ava : As Domestic as She Wanted to Be
When Ava Gardner started dating Mickey Rooney she discovered the joys of Crepes Suzette and ordered them every opportunity she could. A couple marriages down the line she whipped up bacon and eggs for Clark Gable, who is reported to have been seated at her kitchen table wearing only a smile. Ava also taught her maid to cook Chinese dishes, Italian specialties, Southern fried chicken, and Sunday roasts with gravy. She liked to barbecue up a whole mess of delicious stuff for guests, and when attending dinner parties she was quick to kick off her shoes and lend a hand in the kitchen.
When “The Sphinx” Supped
Rather than eating in the Metro commissary with all the other actors, Garbo preferred bringing healthy Swedish delicacies from home including rye crisp and cheese, and enjoying them—how else?—alone in her dressing room. As a new and green studio acquisition, she was also said to have picked a piece of fruit from a tree growing on the Metro lot, incurring a scolding from a Metro employee. Her response? In true Fatale form, she leveled her icy gaze at him and said, “Beat it!” (No one was sure where the non-English speaking vamp learned the term.) Garbo was once seen eating alone in a busy restaurant. Her meal? Spaghetti and strawberry ice cream. Another time she was seen in a restaurant eating chopped beef, fried potatoes, cake, and fresh fruit juice. Journalists reported that while vacationing in Sweden she ate porridge, boiled eggs, bread and butter, coffee, and filibunke (thick sour cream). While in Sweden she also went fishing and cooked fresh trout, and ate her vegetables with lemon and sugar.
Because Garbo created such a public fuss every time she ventured from her home she got in the habit of bringing a meal with her in the car, one that sat beside her on the car seat. It was usually a huge salad comprised of raw vegetables, olive oil, lemon, and salt, which she ate with Swedish crispbread. If she really liked someone she might allow them to share her salad. Most consistent with her image, Garbo was also known to eat dinner alone while sitting up in her bed.
Joan Crawford, Happy Homemaker
Crawford, with her predatory ambition and drive, followed the advice of her doctor and ate nearly-raw meat along with large servings of spinach, as well as salads served on properly-chilled plates. She was also a big one for pinky-perfect dinner parties, having learned the ways and means at Pickfair while married to Douglas Fairbanks Jr. One of her favorite appetizer recipes called for peanut butter spread on black bread topped with cooked bacon that was broiled until it sizzled.
Deitrich: A German Hausfrau in Disguise
Dietrich—that delightful hybrid of exotic vamp and quaint hausfrau—was quite the cook. She loved aprons and took great pride in her special recipes—though it was noted that she sometimes didn’t wear underwear while leaning over and digging around in cabinets in full eyeshot of guests. She also seemed to revel in descending her perch as the world’s most exotically glamorous woman and whipping up dinner for boyfriend actor Jean Gabin. (Reportedly, Dietrich was disconcerted when, in typical male form, Gabin failed to perceive the aspect of foreplay obvious in his lady’s effort, simply gobbled down his lovingly homecooked meal, grunted, and retreated behind a newspaper. This goes to show that doing nice things for men, even if one is Marlene Dietrich, is always a questionable proposition.)
German cuisine was Dietrich’s real love and it was common for her to bring homemade soups, strudels, and cakes to share on her film sets. She waxed poetic about a number of treats in her amusing book, Marlene Dietrich’s ABC, and included several recipes along with ruminations on poets, politicians, and style.
The Joy of Junk Food
Never let it be said that the femme fatale is a snooty elitist. Both Dietrich and Ava Gardner claimed that their favorite food in this rotten world was the humble hot dog. Ava liked hers with Coca-Cola, while Dietrich adored hers with champagne. And when Rita Hayworth returned to America after separating from Prince Aly Khan she said, “The first thing I’m going to do is have a hot dog.”


Liquor : A Little of What She Fancies
 
Femme fatales, what with all their troubles, are known for being boozers. One hardly sees a Fatale lady in any film without a drink in her hand, though she isn’t known for getting drunk.
In “Shanghai Gesture,” beautiful Poppy drank an exotic Jamaican punch while at Mother Gin Sling’s decadent gambling establishment, while Phyllis Dietrichson made quite a production out of preparing iced tea for Walter Neff in “Double Indemnity” before she lured him into her web. (Being the perfect compliment for the femme fatale, tough-guy Neff tasted it and said, “I wonder if a little rum would get this up on its feet.”) Meanwhile, Gilda drank champagne and toasted her own destruction.
Garbo liked whiskey, drank martinis, and also consumed a lot of mineral water. Dietrich drank Scotch. Rita liked a nice martini at lunch. Monroe is famous for her love of champagne (she liked it with a pill-chaser). Anaïs Nin tried her first “American cocktail” in the ’20s, the decade that introduced mixed drinks as the chic new thing. She was known to enjoy an occasional martini, especially if it annoyed her conservative Catholic mother.
Ava’s Drink
In real life Ava Gardner drank anything alcoholic, even though she disliked the taste. For one party she created a punch by pouring several bottles of seemingly unmixable types of hard liquor into a large punchbowl—a concoction that was specifically designed to smash anyone who got near it. And while filming “Night of the Iguana” in Mexico, she put tequila and gin (God help us) into a coconut and stuck a straw in it. That’s our girl.
Ava’s publicist described her making a martini for him in “the prescribed Beverly Hills fashion—powder-dry, eight-to-one.” She then mixed the drink with her fingers, saying, “Never bruise the gin… . Never use metal. I just put the slightest scent on my fingers when I mix martinis.”
Lana’s Drink
Lana Turner preferred vodka and tonics and she liked them strong. She also often drank vodka mixed with juice or even Gatorade, and when her third husband proposed he dropped a huge diamond ring in her martini. The day her doctor relegated her to only one shot glass of liquor per day was not a happy one. Still, she was willing to blow 100 calories on booze rather than saving it for food, which shows just how crucial vodka tonics can be for the femme fatale.
Rita’s Drink
The beloved and now-ubiquitous tequila-laden margarita is said to have been created in a Tijuana nightclub and named after a young Spanish dancer. It just so happens that a young teenager named Margarita Cansino danced professionally with her father in some disreputable Tijuana nightclubs (she had to masquerade as her father’s wife), so a rumor persists that the drink was named after the girl long before she was legal. Of course a number of years later, Margarita took her mother’s maiden name and became Rita Hayworth, the heartbreakingly talented actress who played some of film’s best Fatales.
Other Favorite Fatale Bevvies
Classic femme fatale beverages include any sort of champagne cocktail, including the “Chamtini,” made with champagne, vodka or gin, and a fruit juice such as pineapple or cherry. Fruity cocktails with cherries and umbrellas will always do the job. Good choices are Pearl Divers, Paradise Losts, Widow’s Kisses, Scorpions, Singapore Slings, and Voodoos. A “Joan Collins,” made with vodka, grapefruit juice, and 7-Up is another favorite. A “Skinny Bitch” is a drink with vodka and any kind of diet soda. The femme fatale also loves creamy drinks such as Amarettos, Castaways, Irish Creams, Mudslides, Pina Coladas, Pink Ladies, White Russians, and Chocolate Black Russians. If she’s really had a hell of a day, you might find her nursing a plain Black Russian or a nice Brandy Alexander. And if she’s had a hell of a night, there’s nothing like a Bloody Mary (which was originally called a “Bucket of Blood”).
The Legend of Cleopatra’s Cocktail
Roman politician and general Mark Antony summoned the supreme Egyptian ruler Cleopatra to appear before him and answer charges that she conspired with Brutus to kill her boyfriend, Roman dictator Julius Caesar. (At least that’s what Antony said. Some believe he wanted to meet her so as to propose a political alliance. Others suggest he wanted to meet her because he thought she was hot stuff.) Cleopatra traveled by barge to meet Antony and promptly hosted a lavish feast. She wagered that she could give the most expensive dinner party in history, and the bet was on. At the end of the dinner, Antony said it had been a nice meal all right, but the most expensive in history? Cleopatra responded by taking off one of her enormous pearl earrings and dropping it in a glass of wine vinegar. The pearl dissolved and she drank it down. Cleopatra won the bet.


Flowers
Femme fatales love flowers (the sex organs of nature), especially gardenias, orchids, and gladioli. Lilies are also a favorite, especially calla lilies, tiger lilies, and Casablanca lilies. And she’ll always have a place in her bruised heart for roses.
Dietrich, who particularly loved the smell of tuberoses, chivalrously sent masses of flowers to Mercedes De Acosta. Tuberoses were also Lana’s favorite flower. Ava Gardner had a thing for yellow roses and planted them herself in her yard right after she purchased her first home. Joan Crawford went through a long phase of wearing gardenias every day in the Jungle Gardenia ’40s. (She was also said to have hacked down her spectacular rose garden one night while surfing one of her recurrent rages.)
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Lounging at Home
White shorts, white midriff top, white heels, white turban.
Carry lipstick and mirrored compact around the house.
(As worn by Cora, played by Lana Turner
in “The Postman Always Rings Twice.”)
Attending a Cozy Family Birthday Party at Home
The head must be covered with little
metallic baubles on springs,
giving the appearance of shimmering afro.
Over a bandeau bra wear a very short,
sleeveless, metallic tunic
and tie it ‘round the waist with a sash that has hanging tassels.
Flat slippers.
Extra points: Thin brows, dark lips, elongated eyeliner.
(As worn by Salome, played by Alla Nazimova in “Salome.”)


Pets
While human beings can be such stunning disappointments, a pet never lets the femme fatale down and she particularly loves the stray who reminds her so much of her inner innocent and vulnerable self. The Fatale has even been known to make charitable contributions to animal protection organizations. Tippi Hedren, coolly glamorous star of Hitchcock’s “The Birds” and “Marnie,” runs her own badass animal reserve, which allows her to slink around all day with lions and tigers.
Garbo had two kittens she named Laurel and Hardy. She also collected bread to feed to squirrels and birds. Anaïs Nin had a succession of white poodles. Ava Gardner loved her Corgy. Theda Bara kept a snake. Rita Hayworth had a Doberman in the early ’40s and a poodle named Pookles in the late ’40s. The young Elizabeth Taylor adored her menagerie of pets before she just went ahead and married a menagerie of men.
Rock star Siouxsie is an animal lover with a particular fondness for cats, and she has publicly stated that she often prefers animals to human beings. When asked about Britain’s practice of systematic “culling”—or hunting—animals that are believed to over-populate the countryside, Siouxsie has said, “The one thing there is too much of is people.” Spoken like a true Fatale.


A Fatale’s Reading List
Never let it be said that the Fatale isn’t literate. She, more than most, knows that good books can make life livable.
Garbo was known for going to bed early with some heavy reading and especially enjoyed philosophy, including exotic Eastern tomes. Dietrich, no intellectual lightweight, counted macho novelists Ernest Hemingway (known primarily for having written A Farewell to Arms, The Sun Also Rises, and For Whom the Bell Tolls) and Erich Maria Remarque (famous for having written All Quiet on the Western Front) among her closest friends. Ava Gardner, tired of husband Artie Shaw’s accusations that she was a dumb country girl, read the books he foisted upon her and finally asked a psychiatrist to give her an I.Q. test; the results indicated that she possessed a very high degree of intelligence, naturellment. And Marilyn Monroe, with a genuine eagerness to expand her mind, purchased many books and even took a literature class in which she was required to read poetry by William Butler Yeats.
Elinor Glyn: Rhymes with Sin
In true Fatale style and through sheer force of will, Elinor Glyn rose from humble beginnings to become an early 20th century pioneer in was then considered “erotic fiction.” She began by penning several novels, including one called Three Weeks (which scandalized society by describing an illicit affair). Ms. Glyn went on to grip Hollywood by the balls, helping popularize the concept of the vamp, creating the term “It,” and writing scenarios for the screen. Her work inspired the following poem:
Would you like to sin
With Elinor Glyn
On a tiger skin?
Or would you prefer
To err with her
On some other fur?
Anaïs Nin : Not for Ninnies
From an early age, Anaïs Nin devoured contemporary literature. Though she did not graduate from high school, she created a strenuous reading program and kept long lists of the novels she read. Some of her early favorites included Ralph Waldo Emerson, Colette, and the now-forgotten novelist John Erskine with whom she later had a flirtation. In adulthood she fell head over heels in love with the writing of Marcel Proust and was strongly influenced by the surrealists. In later life she became a friend and supporter of her young contemporaries, including famed Beat poet Allen Ginsberg.
Anaïs Nin is most famous, though, for her mutually supportive, creative, and romantic relationship with novelist and essayist Henry Miller, whose Tropic of Cancer she fought to have published. Earthy, street-smart Miller was yang to Nin’s ethereal yin and without their mutual creative support it’s questionable whether they would’ve been published at all. The two also established a kind of Three Musketeers relationship with novelist Lawrence Durrell, whose most famous work is The Alexandria Quartet, which features a femme fatale in the character of “Justine.”
Nin herself went on to write and publish diaries for which she is now famous and that detail her spectacular Fatale life. She also wrote short stories, essays, and experimental novels, though she is probably most famous for her erotica—some of the first female erotica ever published—which she wrote for a rich patron when she was in need of money.


Music
Her life is a bit of an opera, but the femme fatale isn’t above listening to popular music. Dietrich liked the Beatles. Garbo was enthralled by Michael Jackson. Ava Gardner, married to both Artie and Frankie, haunted jazz clubs. Lana preferred soft, romantic music. Meanwhile, Anaïs Nin, whose father and brother were composers, loved classical music, especially piano (which sometimes made her cry), though she hated orderly Bach. Nin was also enthralled by ’30s jazz and ’60s avant-garde music, which seemed to complement her “break all the rules” philosophy.


Some of the Fatale’s Favorite Songs
•George Bizet’s “Carmen”

•Bessie Smith’s “Send Me to the ’Lectric Chair,” “Me and My Gin,” “Tain’t Nobody’s Bizness if I Do,” “Aggravatin’ Papa,” and “I Ain’t Goin’ to Play Second Fiddle”

•Adelaide Hall’s “Doin’ What I Please”

•Marlene Dietrich’s “Falling in Love Again,” “I am Naughty Lola,” and “Black Market”

•Nat King Cole’s “Gee Baby, Ain’t I Good to You?”

•Dinah Washington’s “Trouble in Mind”

•Eartha Kitt’s “My Discarded Men” and “I Want to Be Evil”

•Wanda Jackson’s “Fujiama Mama” and “Hot Dog That Made Him Mad”

•Odetta’s “Gallows Pole,” “Midnight Special,” “Shame and Scandal”

•Peggy Lee’s “Big Spender” and “Is That All There Is?”

•Tom Jones’s “Delilah”

•Shirley Bassey’s “Diamonds Are Forever,” “This is My Life,” and “I Am What I Am”

•Nancy Sinatra’s “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’”

•Nina Simone’s “Nobody Knows When You’re Down and Out,” “I Put a Spell on You,” and “A Single Woman”

•The Velvet Underground’s “Femme Fatale”

•The Runaways’ “Cherry Bomb,” “Born to Be Bad,” and “I Love Playin’ With Fire”

•Blondie’s “X-Offender” and “One Way or Another”

•Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock’n’Roll” and “Bad Reputation”

•Carlene Carter’s “Me and My .38” and “I’m So Cool”

•Pat Benatar’s “Hit Me With Your Best Shot”

•Diana Krall’s “Peel Me a Grape” and “Pick Yourself Up”

•Lucinda Williams’s “2 Kool 2 Be 4-Gotten”

•Siouxsie and the Banshees’ “Sin in My Heart,” “Voodoo Dolly,” and “Peek-a-Boo”

•Siouxsie’s “Here Comes That Day”

•The Dixie Chicks’ “Lubbock or Leave It” and “Goodbye Earl”

•Suzanne Vega’s “Frank and Ava”

•Amy Winehouse’s “You Know I’m No Good”

•Ladytron’s “Destroy Everything You Touch”





The Femme on the Loose
Get Out of Shitsville in Style


“It took more than one man to change my name to Shanghai Lily.”
—Shanghai Lily, played by Marlene Dietrich in “Shanghai Express”
Fatales are often exotic creatures with foreign accents, strange ways, mysterious pasts, and hidden agendas. They seem to come from half-way around the world, clear across the country, from the rival high school across town, or from an entirely different mind-set. And if the fatal femme hasn’t just arrived from some strange and slightly suspect place, she’s plotting to go there as soon as she can.
If the femme fatale was—oxymoronically—a known quantity, if she’d stay put long enough to be understood, her life would have become a cohesive narrative. Instead, large pieces of her story are missing, nor can they be easily ascertained. The incongruity of it all forms a mystery that leads to rumors and these rumors create a fog of glamorous confusion that does nothing but add to her powerful allure. For this reason, she keeps moving, much like a shark that must continue swimming so as to breathe.


Born to Run (in High Heels)
Fatales hit the road for one of several possible reasons:
Get Out of Shitsville
The femme fatale has a restless need to get out of the shitsville town in which she lives. And she does think of it as Shitsville. Maybe it’s Shitsville because of the shitty people. Maybe it’s Shitville because it’s boring, ugly, and a veritable cul-de-sac of mediocrity. Anyway, if it wasn’t Shitsville then she’d have settled down with some decent lug and created a gingham-swathed love nest and had ten kids. If she had the bad fortune to realize she was living in Shitsville after she married some grease monkey or two-bit flimflam man or, as in poor Cora’s case in “The Postman Always Rings Twice,” after she married some old guy who actually expects her to work in his lousy middle-of-nowhere diner until the end of time, there’ll be nothing to do but kill him and start fresh. She’ll blow that flea trap Shitsville dump and move on to a town far far away from Shitsville— maybe even to the Big Shitty.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Hitchhiking Out of That Hellhole of a Hometown
Casual sweater with large buttons secured to throat,
dark skirt, casual shoes appropriate for walking.
(As worn by Vera, played by Ann Savage in “Detour.”)
Something Terrible Happened in Shanghai
Something bad, something really bad, happened in her past. Maybe her parents sold her into white slavery and she had to work in a gambling establishment in some sultry port town. Maybe she was trapped in a marriage to a rich but cruel husband who had detectives follow her and she finally had to just go ahead and kill the guy. Maybe she’s changed her name and identity so that no one will find out about what happened back in South Carolina. In any case, she hits the road in a desperate bid to forget (or find temporary distraction) from something painful.
To wit, in the superb film “The Lady from Shanghai,” what exactly was it that happened to poor Elsa/Rosalee in Shanghai? Was her marriage to rich but exceedingly creepy criminal lawyer Arthur Bannister a hideous mistake? Why does it seem that Bannister is trying to keep Elsa/Rosalee busy and distracted? Did Bannister purposely put handsome seaman Michael in her path to set a trap? Is Elsa/Rosalee in on Grisby’s scheme to fake his own death? Is she genuinely in love with Michael, or does she know that Michael will be used as the fall guy? Oh, it’s all too rotten! Consequently, Elsa/Rosalee floats here and there, from Shanghai to New York, from Acapulco to San Francisco, from deep ocean swims to courtrooms to Chinese theaters, but her misery and frustration only grow. Finally, what is there left to do but blow her husband away in a hall of mirrors?
Give Frisco’s Finest the Slip
The femme fatale must vamoose because she did something bad and needs to get the hell outta town before the coppers throw her in the clink. Who knows what she got up to in the last town where she hung her black veiled hat? It’s a mystery to everyone, but the perfume of danger, close calls, and near-misses floats off her skin like a good dose of Jungle Gardenia. A little change of scenery (and possibly a name switch, new hair color, and a fake passport) is always the best way to make a fresh start.
And that’s what Sadie, played to perfection by a young Joan Crawford, did in “Rain.” Not only did she get outta town, she sailed clear to the other side of the earth. The only trouble was that Sadie always managed to bring the party (in the form of friendly sailors) with her. And when a pious fellow traveler—a man of God no less—objected strenuously to the fact that Sadie played her phonograph records on Sunday and invited persons of male persuasion to her room, Sadie found herself deported back to Frisco where she’d surely be incarcerated. Gee, is it any surprise that Reverend ended up dead—and by his own hand? Such is life with a femme fatale on the run. Everybody best keep quiet if she wants to play her phonograph records and dance with sailors on Sunday.
Check Off One Last Item on Her “ To Do” List
The femme fatale has business. That’s right, business. Instead of waiting around for fortune’s wheel to roll her way, the Fatale will grab that wheel and strong-arm it to point in the direction she wants.
Such is the case with lovely, seemingly demure Ruth/Brigid, played by Mary Astor in “The Maltese Falcon.” Her misty-eyed story to detective Sam Spade was awfully compelling—the one about wanting to locate her missing sister who’d come to San Francisco with a bad man. And her crush on Mr. Spade seemed convincing. But it turned out that Ruth/Brigid had a hidden agenda the whole while. It seems Brig had acquired a priceless 16th century jewel-encrusted bird statuette from a Russian general and she hoped to unload the thing—perhaps for some serious dough. And the bad man who’d been with her “sister”? Well, he was really with Brigid, but now he’s dead. Oh well. On to the task at hand: the little black falcon. She’d keep it but it doesn’t really fit in with her decorating scheme, so she’ll launder it. And if Sam’s partner comes snooping around and has to be made to go away, what of it? Life is a messy business.


The Trans-Femme Express
When the femme fatale is ready to roll she doesn’t need a private jet, first class railcar, or special edition automobile. She is a woman who is far more interested in her destination and her purpose. She’s willing to hitchhike, swim, unicycle, or tango to reach her destination.
Crawl Over Broken Glass
Hey, she’ll get there if she has to crawl.
Cora, dressed in an all-white ensemble and carrying a suitcase in “The Postman Always Rings Twice,” hits the road on foot with her new boyfriend Frank. They’ve bailed on Cora’s husband and said good-bye to slaving away in his dumpy diner to hitchhike to Los Angeles, for Cora is determined to escape her dead-end existence in Shitsville. Finally Cora stumbles to a halt at the side of the road. Why? Not because she can’t handle the arduous trek, not because she isn’t more than determined to change her life, but because she knows that when she does get to L.A. she’ll be back working in a “hash house” and back to square one. No, there must be a better way.
Vera, played by Ann Savage in “Detour,” has, by her own admission, “been around.” She stands at the side of the highway with her hands on her hips and her suitcase beside her. When a good Samaritan rolls up and asks how far she’s going, she asks “How far you goin’?” He invites her into the car. When he asks her where she’s coming from, she replies, “Oh, back there.” But then she does some fast thinking and realizes that the guy is up to no good. She’s been in this car before and she realizes that the “good Samaritan” has stolen it. She openly threatens him, saying: “Just remember who’s boss around here! If you shut up and don’t give me any arguments, you’ll have nothing to worry about. But if you get wise, well Mister, you’ll pop into jail so fast it’ll give you the bends.” And then she really takes him for a ride.
Cleopatra traveled by boat from Egypt to Rome with the intention of impressing Caesar, leader of the known world, and she wanted to make a memorable entrance. Sneaking up on a man is always the best course of action, so Cleopatra arranged for a lovely gift to be offered to Caesar: an exquisite rug. Now what megalomaniacal world ruler would turn down a good rug? The gift was carried into Caesar’s chamber, dramatically unfurled, and—viola!—out sprang Cleopatra into Caesar’s inner sanctum (nearly as clever a ruse as delivering pizza to the Oval Office). Yes, long before the Chairman of the Board sang the song, Cleopatra did it her way.
Take the Train
There is nothing like a train for real Fatale ambiance. Train travel seems to whisper “Garbo” and call for the wearing of black fedoras. Fortunately, romantic train travel does still exist and provides ample opportunity for true intrigue, what with its deliciously temporary social reality. Being boxed in a train car with people she can know on only the most temporary of bases as the countryside zips by in an impressionistic blur is one of the femme fatale’s great pleasures. Inevitably, one fellow passenger appears to be a spy. Another, a potential lover. Another fellow traveler might just be a criminal. Someone else is young and embarking on a great adventure, while another one is very old and approaching the dénouement of their life story.
True life Fatale Mata Hari traveled extensively by train while on her glamorous campaign as Europe’s most seductive star. As a frustrated housewife in the suburb of Louveciennes, Anaïs Nin took the train to and from Paris for assignations with Henry Miller and Gonzalo More. She also took the train to Valescure, France where she met her absentee father and stomped on his heart.
Fictional Fatale Shanghai Lily had a little drama on a train while taking three-day trip from Peking to Shanghai in “Shanghai Express.” She’s described by fellow passengers as a “notorious coaster,” a woman who lives along China’s coast. Gene Tierney’s character Ellen in “Leave Her to Heaven” traveled in sleek style, deftly manipulating her engagement to a choice mark while in transit. And Lana Turner’s Cora traveled by train to her mother’s funeral in “The Postman Always Rings Twice.”
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Meeting Handsome Strangers on the Train
Beige short-sleeved dress, belted. Short gold necklace and earrings. Beige coat.
Beige gloves. Lavish white fur.
Beige pillbox hat with large broach.
(As worn by Ellen, played by Gene Tierney in “Leave Her to Heaven.”)
Taking Her Crime Boss Husband to the Train Station
White dress with gathered bust, short bolero jacket, white fur, dark basket purse and dark shoes,
long wavy hair, white gloves, barrette in hair.
(As worn by Anna, played by Yvonne De Carlo in “Criss Cross.”)
Go by Boat
The femme fatale would rather die than be trapped on one of those modern and inaccurately-described “vacation” cruises. On the other hand, traveling from one point to another on a utilitarian liner is so much more fulfilling to the femme fatale’s dark soul, for she’s likely to come across truly amusing characters.
Still, truly glamorous boating once existed. The remnants can be felt on what are now floating museums such as the Queen Mary, which rests in the port of Long Beach, California. The grand old girl (who is named after Queen Elizabeth’s grandmother) still has a working and rather Deco bar, fine dining, and what once had to be a gloriously elegant dance floor. It is also said to be haunted by ghosts—some no doubt the spirits of Fatales who terrorized genteel travelers.
Anaïs Nin absolutely adored boats and carried on numerous trysts while traveling back and forth between France and America in the ’30s. She even purchased a houseboat that she kept docked on Paris’ romantic Seine and it was used specifically for her trysts with Gonzalo More (who was a secret boyfriend kept from her other secret boyfriend, Henry Miller).
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Sailing for an Exotic Seaport to Avoid Spending Time in the Pokey
Checked, double-breasted skirt suit with huge white belt and large white buttons.
White cloche hat dripping white feathers.
White heels and mounds of jewelry.
Exaggerated eye make-up and large, painted-on mole.
Of utmost importance: Lipstick is drawn above
and below lip-line into an enlarged sneer.
(As worn by Sadie Thompson, played by Joan Crawford in “Rain.”)
Get on a Plane
Planes these days are just buses in the sky. Airports, on the other hand, are some of the more interesting places on earth. Human beings in transit are both under stress and excitable, therefore their true natures are on display. The cacophony of accents, both foreign and domestic, and the constant possibility of bombs is nothing less than exciting. Heading through scores of check-out points where she is treated like a criminal makes her feel right at home, as do the waits, which seem nothing less than a metaphor for life.


The Fatale Ride
The femme fatale generally doesn’t care how she gets there—or gets outta there. A Rolls or an old jalopy? A well-weathered cab or a shiny black sedan? The point is that she gets from point A to point B—and pronto. But if she has the dough to acquire an unmistakably fatal ride, there are particular makes and models that will do the trick:
The Duesenberg
The awesomely beautiful Duesenberg is the ultimate Fatale ride, particularly the sleek 1936 SJN Convertible Coupe and especially one with a black exterior and a cream interior. The Duesenberg was built in America to compete with European luxury brands and was considered the world’s finest automobile. The car is elegant in the extreme and her mascot (the symbolic figure that rides on the nose of the hood) is an abstract bird in a predatory dive. Dee-vine.
Stars of ’36
1936 must have been a particularly good year for Fatales. Along with the Duesenberg, ’36 also gave birth to the Hupmobile sedan—the kind of vehicle in which a gun moll would peel away. Likewise, the ’36 Ford 68 Deluxe Roadster was great-looking, inexpensive, and fast as hell. In fact the little roadster was so fast and so reliable that Clyde Barrow (of Bonnie and Clyde fame) wrote to Henry Ford and praised his 68 Deluxe. (And what better compliment than to receive glowing thanks from a man who has used your vehicle for the purpose of speeding away from bank robberies.)
The ’30 Cord
Elegant is the word for the 1930 Cord L29 Town Car. Dolores Del Rio (a spectacularly beautiful Mexican Fatale who came to Hollywood and ruled in silent films during the 1920s) owned one, and Del Rio was known for her impeccable and exotic good taste. The ’30 Cord is absolutely to-die-for with a shiny black exterior and a brown leather interior.
A Custom-Fit ’53 Caddy with a Ghia Coach from Ali Khan
In spite of her devastatingly sexy image and multiple marriages, Rita Hayworth was described by those who knew her as, at heart, a very simple girl. Still, dear Rita didn’t exactly drive a junker. No, she drove a 1953 Cadillac Series 62 Coupe that had been custom-fit with a Ghia coach. Lord, it was gorgeous with its maroon exterior and buttery tan leather interior. Third husband Ali Khan, son of the equivalent to the Muslim version of the Pope, bought the car for Rita before she left him, which goes to show what men are really for.
The Gullwing
While living in Spain in the ’50s, Ava Gardner had a Gullwing Mercedes. Ava, somewhat accustomed to drinking and driving, managed to roll her Gullwing one day in a spectacular cartwheel, not once but several times. Finally the thing came to a standstill on its roof with Ava trapped inside by the “gullwing” doors, which were unbudgeable given the upside-down state of things. Fortunately, some good Samaritans came running out of the Spanish fields to extract Ava from the wreckage. She was fine. (It was the bullfighting that scarred her face—not the car wrecks.) What could be more exciting?
The Sports Saloon
In 1967 the Rolls-Royce company manufactured the Silver Shadow/Sports Saloon. Any automobile referred to as a “saloon” is just too good to be believed. It was a two-door coupe and only twenty were offered that year in the United States. The car screams “big money” and is awfully cute in ruby red. This is the option for the Fatale who manages to knock off some rich guy.
Dietrich’s Ride
After she arrived in Hollywood in the early ’30s, the great M. D.’s first car was a Rolls-Royce that was driven by a liveried chauffeur. A couple years later she had a long Cadillac custom-built for her. For Fatale elegance every bleeding inch of the way she laid a white fur rug on the floor of her car (though her heels sometimes got caught in its long hairs and caused her to trip as she attempted soignee appearances before a rapt public). In 1967, Dietrich had a Ghia 450 SS custom built. Later in her life, the oh-so-seductive chanteuse ruled in a Cadillac Town Car.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Joyriding with Her Drug-dealer Boyfriend’s New Employee
White skirt suit with tie-belt. White shoes with peek-a-boo toes.
White broad-brimmed hat. White envelope purse.
Crucial detail: Hair is cut in Cleopatra bob
with long, straight bangs.
(As worn by Elvira Hancock, played by Michelle Pfeiffer in “Scarface.”)


A Lair Away from Home
Hotel and motel rooms, whether four-star or total dive, suit the femme fatale perfectly. She’s on the move so much, searching and in transition either psychically or literally, that for her hotels and motels have romantic ambiance. They are the waystations to some place better.
The best hotel or motel for the Fatale is some anonymous place on the road, one that bears no resemblance whatsoever to its name. If it’s called “Palm Place” there are no palm trees. If the sign reads “Shady Glen” there will be very little shade. “Pine Court”? No pine trees. “Hideaway Shores”? No water and it isn’t hidden away. And “Paradise Place”? The place is anything but paradise.
When Lucille LeSueur first came to Los Angeles via train she was taken to the Washington Hotel, which stood within walking distance of her new studio in Culver City. Today, this “hotel” is the refuge of what appear to be crack addicts and the people running the place don’t recognize the name “Joan Crawford.” Still, one can imagine the little taxi dancer who would become Crawford living in one of those rooms and dreaming dreams big enough to become one of the most effective forces of will (a key trait of Fatalism) in all of Hollywood history.
Garbo, playing a tormented ballerina, fell in love with a thief while resting in her beautiful room in “Grand Hotel.” Ruth/Brigid, played by Mary Astor in the “Maltese Falcon,” stayed in a hotel, leaving her suitcase open and her lingerie in plain sight for the enjoyment of her detective. And Ann Savage’s Vera crunched some serious numbers while harbored in a shabby motel in “Detour.”
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Scheming and Crunching Numbers in Hotel Room
Light-colored robe, elaborately draped,
and with many colored buttons.
(As worn by Vera, played by Ann Savage in “Detour.”)


Great Femme Fatale Haunts
She’s probably just arrived from the dangerous and unknowable Orient. Or she just got off the bus whose journey originated in some backwater town in Louisiana or Iowa where God-knows-what happened to her. Or she had “business” with “art dealers” in Morocco and now she’s gotta meet a guy named “Tino” so she can secure plans to sail “East” by way of Frisco. It’s all very vague, where she’s been and what she’s done, but she’s moving on to crummier pastures. Slim, played by Lauren Bacall in “To Have and Have Not,” is stuck on the Caribbean island of Martinique and trying to pick-pocket her way home. She’s just come from Trinidad. Before Trinidad she was slinking around Rio. Was the place hot, humid, riddled with poverty, availed of piano bars and lonely, hollow-eyed men? Then she was there.
China is described in “Shanghai Express” as a place where “time and life have no value,” and what better describes the femme fatale’s attitude? Singapore, Hong Kong, Cheefoo, and Macao are typical Fatale haunts. Other contenders are Africa, Spain, Acapulco, Buenos Aires, and Java. The whole South Pacific is a perfect place to get lost. And what’s not to love about Moscow (don’t forget the Kremlin), Siberia, St. Petersburg, or Prague? The Ice Hotel in Sweden is right up the Fatale’s alley for a fantastic misadventure, while the Nile is always appropriate for floating down in a barge while being fanned by scantily-dressed slaves. Tangier is just brimming with opportunity for Fatale adventure. Italy knows all about the femme fatale. The deep South breeds great Fatales, what with the humidity and delicious social repression. Las Vegas isn’t called “Sin City” for nothin’. New Orleans, New York, and San Francisco are favored by Fatales—as well as Salem, Mass., naturellement. And Fatale girls everywhere will always have Paris.
In the movies, Fatales are forever “going out to California” and “hitchhiking to Los Angeles,” and certainly Hollywood is a place to which old Fatales return to die, much like salmon who swim upstream for one last ante up before being chewed by bears.
Shanghai: The Buckle on the Fatale-Belt
Certainly, the fatal lady will want to visit Shanghai in the People’s Republic of China, the mother of all Fatale lairs. One of the largest cities in the world, Shanghai is famous for gangsters, corruption, casinos, drugs, and brothels. It is referred to as “Sin City,” “Queen of the Orient,” and—most enticingly —“Whore of Asia.”
Some of the greatest Fatales have made it a point to spend time in the venerable “Whore of Asia.” Shanghai Lily (of “Shanghai Express”) was a notorious “coaster,” a woman who “lives by her wits along the China coast,” and was also described as “the notorious white flower of China.” Beautiful Rosalee/Elsa (of “The Lady from Shanghai”) gambled for a living in the city and cryptically proclaims, “You need more than luck in Shanghai.” Mother Gin Sling (of “Shanghai Gesture”) is the proprietress of an international gambling establishment patronized by a dangerous pastiche of Eastern decadents. But if the modern femme fatale can’t get to Shanghai, she must at least lie and say she’s been there.


Contents of the Femme Fatale’s Suitcase
(for a Fast Getaway)
First and foremost, the Fatale must have a suitcase that doesn’t weigh her down while she’s slipping through dark alleys. It must never be entrusted to porters or baggage-check. For one thing, its secret pockets probably conceal contraband. For another thing, this suitcase might contain everything she owns in the whole world.
Chic neutral colors are the only way to travel. Rose Loomis, played by Marilyn Monroe in “Niagara,” had buff-colored luggage with black trim. Of course it contained nothing but filmy slips and skin-tight dresses, but at least on the surface it seemed innocuous.
Assuming that the Fatale travels wearing attractive street clothing, here’s what must be packed inside her suitcase:
•A black cocktail dress

•Dressy heels

•An envelope purse

•A negligee and satin mules

•Crimson lipstick

•Eyebrow pencil

•Mirrored powder compact

•A beret

•Gloves

•Sunglasses

•Some light reading to relax her before bedtime, such as “Why They Kill: The Discoveries of a Maverick Criminologist” by Richard Rhodes or the comic strip “The Spirit” by Will Eisner

And, finally:
•A secret agenda

Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Hiding from Her Gangster Boyfriend in Acapulco
Pale dress with a sweetheart neckline and jewels clipped to its two corners.
Large matching picture hat with a bow in back.
Charm bracelet. Matching envelope bag.
(As worn by Kathie, played by Jane Greer in “Out of the Past.”)




What Becomes Fatale Most ?
A Meditation on the Femme Fatale’s Future


“We’re starting all over.”
— Kathie, played by Jane Greer in “Out of the Past”


What is the femme fatale but a living, breathing woman who became legendary? What is she but a girl who, by means of one or two willful acts, became mythic? And to propel that legend and myth into the future, to make it truly timeless, the Fatale must carry the show through to the bitter end. She can achieve this goal by staying true to her game, not losing steam in her advancing years, and—crucially—paying attention to the all-important dénouement.


Starting Over
Femme fatales are forever starting over, forever trying to get someplace else, because there is nothing like starting again in a new locale where she doesn’t know anyone and no one knows her. A new port, a new town, a new man, a new name, a new wardrobe… Fatale ladies cherish the opportunity to begin afresh. She can reinvent herself as a nice person or as a naughty one as she sees fit. She can leave the relationships and selves of the past buried in a shallow grave. And perhaps that’s the femme fatale’s best trick: walking away. As she enters each new world, she discovers an elusive, unachieved layer of desire within herself. And so she’s back to scheming and cavorting—scheming and cavorting for a better life.


Advancing Into This Bad Night
In youth the femme fatale-to-be was probably a dip-shit romantic like every other girl on the planet. If she lacked a truly horrific childhood, abominable love affairs, or otherwise terrible life experiences, it may take the poor thing some time to acquire the necessary edge to become truly Fatale. The good news is that as she ages, being Fatale will become easier. She’ll fall prey to fewer annoying girly hormones that convert her into a people-pleasing ninny and hurl her into asinine relationships. As the years roll on, experience will lend an attractive world-weariness to her visage and attitude. It will become so much easier to be bad.
To age is to feel trapped in one of Kafka’s novels and to experience punishment for a crime one can’t remember committing. The little girl insecurities become full-blown neuroses, accompanied by red lipstick and high heels. But she will, if she plays her cards right, exude more gravitas. She’ll care a whole lot less what people think, will brook fewer idiots, and will do whatever the hell she wants. Women will continue to fear her but will become a lot more solicitous. Middle-aged and older men imbued with money and status suddenly become fans. Younger men view her as wonderfully exotic and intimidating. What more could she want?
Older women know a lot and that in itself is dangerous and seductive—that is, if one avoids the harmless grandma trap. There’s no need to be a harmless grandma—ever. Think Jeanne Moreau, sexy as all get-out, even with wrinkles and yellow teeth. Or think Catherine Denueve, sexy as all get-out sans wrinkles and yellow teeth. Think of Anaïs Nin, beautiful and powerful and juggling two men at seventy. Think of Dietrich, still commandeering “The Image” from bed as a hermitically-sealed Fatale. And don’t forget “Miriam,” played by Catherine Deneuve in “The Hunger,” her placid soul hundreds of years old (which proves that the femme fatale can don hip sunglasses and descend smoky clubs at any age).
Joan Collins, who’d had a career as nubile starlet, wanton sex kitten, and “The Bitch” (sequel to “The Stud”), did not let a little thing like her impending fiftieth birthday rain on her parade. Instead, she took the part of Alexis Carrington Colby, femme fatale extraordinaire, and proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that a woman of “d’certain age” can stay in the ring with the best of the bright young things. Alexis was always beautiful, sexy, confident, and well-turned-out, and while some have called her the ultimate b-i-t-c-h, it’s fair to say that she was merely a girl who stood up for herself, giving as good or better than she got—and having a wonderful time doing it. And Joanie, the real woman behind the part, didn’t let even her impending seventieth birthday cramp her style; instead, she married a gorgeous guy in his thirties. Game over. You win, Joan Collins.


Endings
“I’ve never been much good. At least up to now I haven’t. You aren’t getting any bargain… But I’ve got a funny feeling that I want to be good. I don’t know, maybe I can’t, but I’m going to try. I’ll try hard, Bart. I’ll try.” 

— Laurie, played by Peggy Cummins in “Gun Crazy”
It’s a given that femme fatales often come to strange or sad ends. Or they may really turn the world upside down and try to become good. Such was the case with Rita Hayworth’s unhappy, duplicitous Gilda who seemed to crawl her way back to the romanticism of youth in a last ditch effort to achieve happiness. Such was also the case with Kim Novak’s character Gillian, who repented of her witchy ways and became good in the resolution of “Bell, Book and Candle.” Interestingly, Novak’s character Madeleine/Judy also dropped the Fatale-ism in “Vertigo” and developed a little compassion for her dupe, played with earnest intensity by Jimmy Stewart. Was Madeleine/Judy happier for it? Only she can say.
It’s the unwritten and unfilmed fantasy ending of every femme fatale story out there: the one where the evil lady rewinds the tape, finds the fork in her road, and takes the other path, the one most traveled. The world heaves a sigh of relief for she’s decided to try to play it their way and “be nice,” putting herself on the backburner for relationship, children, work. This mood can last only so long. If true happiness doesn’t descend, she’s back to square one and having to bitch-slap the dummies into treating her right all over again.
Before her time comes and as she hears the pegleg of death clomping her way, the femme fatale proceeds gracefully and with style. Somewhat like demented black swans, femme fatales seem to cruise effortlessly along the surface of life, while under the surface of the water an extraordinary effort keeps them propelled.
Toward the end the femme fatale often becomes an exotic recluse. Greta Garbo, that inveterate window shopper and power walker-about-town, quietly slipped away in her New York apartment. “I had made enough faces,” she said about ditching her Hollywood career. Ava Gardner, once a habitué of flamenco clubs and bullrings, retired to a stately London flat, emerging only to walk her dog. Anaïs Nin, after managing two husbands for twenty years (one for each coast), finally chose a place to die and left the matter of battling memorial services to the living.
In any case, it’s de rigueur for the femme fatale to come to a glamorous end. Being shot (or, more spectacularly, executed by firing squad) is the most obvious finale for the glamorous femme fatale. Diving into a pit of fire has its exotic charm. Being confined to jail is a tried-and-true ending worthy of Hollywood. Committing suicide is always a fitting option. But perhaps simply disappearing from sight is the way to go—less messy and doesn’t involve lawyers. Dietrich employed this method with great success. After spending her advancing years as a glamorous chanteuse, one day she simply retired to her Paris apartment, refusing to receive guests but still commandeering “The Image” to the end.
What remains is the legend: that of the femme fatale. The reality may have been something else, but a woman will always be remembered and lauded for her evil power and her perverse refusal to do things the way the world would have had her do them. By simply living, by following her own star and refusing to cater to others, woman has been truly, undeniably, irrevocably Fatale.
Appropriate Ensembles for Every Occasion

Arranging to Have a Poisonous Snake Placed in Her Basket of Fruit
So She Can Commit Suicide
Simple white gown. Orange robe with gold
embellishment on right breast.
Hair long and gently waved.
(As worn by Cleopatra, played by Elizabeth Taylor in “Cleopatra.”)
Attending Her Own Execution by Firing Squad
Hair slicked back and with a plain barrette at the nape of the neck.
Very simple black dress with modest collar and long loose sleeves.
Long simple black coat.
Heavy eyeliner on the top lid only, as well as extremely long lashes,
thinly arched brows, and perfect lipstick.
(As worn by Mata Hari, played by Greta Garbo in “Mata Hari.”)
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