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Half title: Aged twenty in trendy grandpa vest.
Lower eyelashes drawn on heavily. Trying to make

my shoulders look narrower.

Title page left: In a Zandra Rhodes dress on
Patrick Lichfield’s motorbike. Rather shiny tights

make the legs look like sausages.

Title page right: As Purdey in the New Avengers.

An early publicity shot with the Purdey haircut

unveiled.

Left: With Eric and Ernie when [ appeared in their
show. The theme was The Twenties and I had to
sing ‘“Thoroughly Modern Millie.

Above: Patsy’s dreadful circulation meant that she
was freezing cold even in the South of France and
had to resort 1o rugs and magazines to keep the blood

travelling round her raddled bod.



ABSOLUTELY — JOANNA LUMLEY



You don’t have to be
posh to be privileged.’
In an advertising
campaign for Privilege
Insurance that was
my catchline: here I am
dressed up as royalty
for a portrait, hanging
in a transport caff;
which came alive and
spoke these words to

astonished customers.

Ntroduction

I have hoarded things all my life; letters and lamp-stands, pencils and
chairs, bales of cloth and used wrapping paper. I can’t help it and I
can’t stop. I have in some way hoarded my very life, as there is in
every room of our hugely overcrowded house something from long
ago which reminds me of being a child or a lumpy teenager, or even
a time before I was born when my parents and grandparents travelled
with their regiments or duties around the Far East, Tibet and India. This
amassing of memories serves me well, yet slows me down; nothing
can be discarded without a ‘chance to see again’, as the BBC would put
it, a repeat performance of its original role, yellowed and cracked now
with time but bringing into sharp focus days and words and clothes
from another age.

However, nothing comes close to the power of photographs in
evoking memories. My mother Beatrice, from whom I have inherited
the hoarding bug (although mine is much more diluted than hers: she
could actually feel sorry for a spoon or ‘give a kind home’ to a three-
legged table) saved everything; pieces of string, abandoned lids, my
sister’s drawings and every magazine or newspaper she could lay hands
on in which I appeared as a model. These she kept in old suitcases,
dangling with labels saying ‘Not Wanted On Voyage’ or ‘Barclay’s
Bank Nairobi’ or ‘Singapore’. Mixed with these relics of the time,
when fashionable Britain was in the grip of mini-skirts and wigs, were
letters and postcards from days before the days I could remember: and
albums, envelopes and files of photographs. When these were added
to the really colossal amount of press cuttings, publicity stills, reviews,
old school reports and articles which I had amassed through the years,
now cunningly concealed in bland-looking boxes and folders and
trunks, it would be fair to say that it was an awe-inspiring collection.

Far from making it easier to have such a treasure trove to dig into to

prepare this book, it has made it fifty times harder. For some reason
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Playing Desdemona
with Michael Levete
as Othello for the Old
Harrovian Players.
The costumes were on

loan from the Royal

Shakespeare Company.

The character in

front of the curtains

is Richard Curiis, yet
to leave school and
begin his exciting and
extraordinary career.
Comic Relief was not

yet born.

I want to show you, dear reader, everything I have: like an exhibitionist,
or, to be frank, like a crashing bore, I want to say ‘Oh look at this! We
were on location in Canada’ or ‘Do you see that hat? I made it myself
from a lampshade’. As my life stretches away behind me I find that
I can still see the end of the tail as it winds back through films and
campaigns, modelling trips and school plays, lost front teeth and my
own baby boy. So the hardest bit has been what to choose and what
to let drift; what might ring a bell in your own memory and what is
honestly only there because I thought I looked nice in that dress.
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I have hoarded up memories too: to recall the names of girls in my
class at school, of make-up artists and directors, I put my brain into
slow-trawl and usually I come up with an identity. But memory can
play fearful tricks, and I am stunned to find that I cannot remember
the dates of any work I did after Sapphire and Steel. Perhaps my brain was
marooned along with those valiant space travellers in an abandoned
petrol station, slowly circling the cosmos, Sapphire in her blue dress
and Steel still inhabiting the handsome form of the erstwhile Illya
Kuryakin; for as actors we are all replaceable, memorable for a while if
we are lucky, then fading to black as the world spins towards another
goal. How I hate forgetting the people I have been so close to; in our
world we are like a travelling circus troupe, trapeze artists, wholly
reliant on each other, moving on from town to town, smiling and
striking a pose even when there are only three men and a dog in the
audience, packing our shabby cases in our tiny, dirty changing rooms,
and moving on, moving on. Since I have played Broadway her old
showbiz tunes rattle round my head more often, and 42nd street is a
reality now, where there’s no business like show business and plays
open and shut like a butterfly’s wings. We are guaranteed nothing,
and that is the reason I chased after the caravans as they rumbled out
of town; nothing is certain and every day is new. I find that rather
thrilling.

Each picture I have chosen brings with it, like a gauze cloak, its
own insistent story. Even a knitting pattern photograph has its own
dignity (or actually its own sweat-inducing reality of how things were
in 1965). My life has been long and eventful: sometimes, like the
character Zelig from the Woody Allen film, I seem to have appeared
everywhere and in everything. The far-away childhood and the ‘Angela
Brazil’ boarding schools lead on to becoming a model in the sixties,
and a Bond girl: after that, an Avenging partner of John Steed and a
victim of Dracula give way to Hedda Gabler and Oscar Wilde; and
behind all this are the travel documentaries and journeys and family
and friends, besides crashing about as Patsy in Absolutely Fabulous. How
on earth can I cram all this into one book? Well, I think I have made a
pretty good stab at it, and I have included everything that is important
to me that I think will interest you. Although I have never been the
subject of the programme This Is Your Life I have been a guest on the
show many times: and it seems that This Is MY Life, specially prepared
for you, but in a luxury edition, containing everything but nuts.

To get off to a flying start I want to begin before I was born, to
explain a bit about where I come from and why I was there. I want you
to be interested, charmed, amazed and amused. This book is for you.
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