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death of the cool? . . . Walter and Vivien Koolhaus, R.I.P. Rememberances  . . . . . . . . . . . . Tom Wolfe and Truman Capote



D
ennis Hopper just 
threatened to kill me. 
(� anks Den!) He left 
word with my an-
swering service: “If 

you quote me I will fucking kill you 
you cocksucker.” I’d inquired with Mr. 
Hopper about the mysterious deaths 
of his friends Walter and Vivien 
Koolhaus, the enigmatic, art collecting bon-vivants whose passing has 
been haunting Hollywood, and he was not pleased.

I had a di�  cult time actually getting Den’s message because my an-
swering-service operator was unwilling to read it out loud in front of her 
colleagues. She � nally whispered it to me, cooed it, actually, and it became 
less threatening, almost seductive. And nothing lets a reporter know he’s 
on the right track like a death threat.

I’d been warned that Hopper was protective of Walter and Vivien, who 
passed just last June in a � re that destroyed their home and art collection, 
though their remains were never identi� ed. A cloud of mystery hovers 
over both the incident and their vaporous past, of which no one seems 
to know anything—or if they do they’re not saying. (Koolhausssssss… the 
name alone reduces people to a whisper.) 

Known internationally for their collection of both classical and mod-
ern art, the Koolhauses had a fascination with combining the oldest of 
the old with the newest of the new. � ey were among the most important 
art patrons in Los Angeles, a town not known for culture. But the tale 
now making the rounds is that “art collectors” was simply their cover, and 
that Walter and Vivien were in fact quiet, freelance players in the world 
of intelligence. Batista, Castro, Kissinger, Khrushchev, Kennedy, Mao Ze-
dong—they all came up, but only o�  the record, and only as innuendo. 
(Shhhhhhh…)

� e story goes something like this: underneath their veneer as chic 
hedonists (Pucci! Pernod!) they were also savvy navigators of the CIA, 

the underworld, as well as the myriad 
of social scenes emerging in Los An-
geles. Walter and Vivien were perhaps 
the only duo who could zigzag from 
Frank Sinatra (a friend turned en-
emy) to Frank Zappa (one of the few 
friends willing to talk on record), all 
without missing a beat. 

Walter and Vivien’s friends remain 
protective of them even in death, or else they’re too scared to talk—but 
scared of whom remains unclear. Much of what you’re about to read was 
gleaned from one-step removed. Perhaps it’s hearsay. But I believe the 
dictum that truth is stranger than � ction, and that Walter and Vivien 
were (are?) living proof. (Koolhausssssss…)

Walter and Vivien’s reign began around 1965. Imagine Los Angeles, 
post-acid and pre-Manson. � e music was still pure, the money and the 
coke still a few years away, the art scene churning along uncorrupted by 
New York. Hippie had yet to become the dominant mode and Los Ange-
les was at the height of its glamour, the Koolhauses at its vortex.

Walter was elusive yet always charming, deftly dodging questions 
with deadpan wit, leaving his interrogators laughing so hard they could 
scarcely remember their query. Gallerist Irving Blum liked to say, “Walter 
was one of the most devastatingly funny men I ever had the pleasure of 
spending an evening with. It would only later sink in that the majority of 
his humor was at my expense.”

Walter had spent a seemingly bottomless fortune with child-like vigor 
on objects of beauty, a seamless collection of Antiquities (Greek! Roman!) 
Old Masters (Donatello! Titian!), Modern Masters (Pablo! Jackson!) and 
even—god forbid—California art (Hey Ruscha!). � e Koolhauses were 
the type of collectors who lived for it. Perhaps even died for it. 

� eir money—mysterious in origin—appeared endless, their generosity 
boundless. It’s rare for the rich to go unhated, yet the Koolhauses seem to have 
left a ¡ ock of reverent devotees, except for one towering nemesis: Sinatra.

End of an Era
by Tom Wolfe
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A rare photo of the Koolhaus residence 
in the Hollywood Hills.



Before the ashes from last month’s � re had cooled there were whis-
perings that it was a mob arson job, ordered by Frank. Mr. Sinatra’s at-
torney Mickey Rudin, did not respond to phone calls. Strangely, Walter 
and Vivien � rst bonded over their love for Frank’s music; his early sides 
with Tommy Dorsey, his orchestral work with Nelson Riddle, but more 
than anything—his rare, live small-group sessions, which Walter person-
ally paid to have recorded. But in 1965 all that changed after Koolhaus 
friend and fellow collector Frederick Weissman had a tragic encounter 
with Sinatra’s pack at the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel. 

After Weissman complained about the volume at Sinatra’s table, one 
of Frank’s goons (allegedly) pummeled him into a coma. � e family did 
not press charges, fearing for their lives. Rumor has it Koolhaus brokered 
a truce—but never spoke with Sinatra again. Rumor has it Sinatra tried 
to steal Vivien. Rumor has it Walter’s legendary Sinatra recordings disap-
peared without a trace. (Koolhausssssss…)

“Sinatra never tried to fuck Vivien.” I got a third message from Den-
nis Hopper! He’s awfully loquacious for a man trying to stay o�  the re-
cord. “Koolhaus didn’t mess with the mob and the mob didn’t mess with 
Koolhaus. And if you print this you’re a dead man.” 	 anks again, Den!
After the Koolhauses broke with Sinatra, Hopper became their liaison 
to a younger generation of artists; surfer-sculptors, motorcycle racing– 
painters, and psychedelic composers. 

“Walter knew music,” said his friend Frank Zappa, one of the few will-
ing to formally go on record. Dragging deeply on a Marlboro Red, this 
typically cynical � gure was visibly choked up by the loss. “Walter knew 
his Stravinsky, and he knew Stravinsky. He and Vivien introduced me to 
Igor, and from then on, they were loyal, like family.”

Zappa � rst met the Koolhauses at the Hollywood Bowl, where the 
L.A. Philharmonic would spend their mornings rehearsing. Quiet lis-
teners are allowed to come and watch, and Walter and Vivien were 
regulars. � ey began to notice a long-haired, weird looking kid and 
eventually asked him to join their picnic: enter Francesco Zappa. “� ey 
viewed these rehearsals like their own private concerts,” says Zappa, 
“yet it wasn’t o� ensive. � ey were like… aesthetic decadents. � ey’d drop 
acid, pack a picnic of caviar and champagne, then go hear ‘� e Rite 
of Spring.’ Personally, I don’t eat acid, much less caviar, but I instantly 
adored their company. � at level of musical knowledge and humor… and humor… and
you just don’t � nd it.”

I ask Frank about the Koolhauses politics and he veered back to the 
sneer he’s known for: “� at’s what I call a moron question. Give me an is-
sue, I’ll give you a tissue. Blow my fucking nose with it.” Will do Mr. Zappa!

But it’s Frank’s cynicism that makes his admiration for the Koolhauses 
so intriguing—he’s not the social climbing type. And as ’65 turned into 
’66 it seemed the Koolhauses were everywhere. Walter and Vivien at an 
after-hours joint with Ray Charles, Ahmet Ertegun and Ned Doheny! At 
Ciro’s with Natalie Wood and Elvis! Yet… they moved so quietly, avoiding Ciro’s with Natalie Wood and Elvis! Yet… they moved so quietly, avoiding Ciro’s with Natalie Wood and Elvis!
photographers as successfully as Garbo. 

� ere is no known picture of either Walter or Vivien. Search the 
Reader’s Guide at your local library for a mention in a newspaper or 
magazine—nothing. � ey had a near magical ability to be ubiquitous yet 
anonymous all at the same time. (Koolhaussssss…)

Dennis Hopper famously tells a story (hi Den!) about accidentally tak-hi Den!) about accidentally tak-hi Den!
ing Vivien’s photograph at lunch. Walter grabbed his Nikon, shattered it, 
then bought him a new Leica after dessert. Den never took their picture 
again, though occasionally Walter £ ipped the Leica on him:

I spoke with the artist Billy Al Bengston, whose work the Koolhauses 
collected. He was unwilling to answer speci� c questions, but told me this: 
“Vivien’s beauty was like a second wave that holds a surfer underwater 
till his lungs are on the verge of bursting; a force of nature. Despite her 
femme fatale shell, she had remarkable warmth. And Walter… the last of femme fatale shell, she had remarkable warmth. And Walter… the last of femme fatale
the gentlemen. You can’t imagine the lengths he would go to for a friend.”

When o�  the record, everyone seems to believe the Koolhauses were 
spies, but that’s where the agreement ends. Some say they were CIA, 
some say they were Reds. Some say they were triple-dealing anarchists, 
turning espionage into performance art. Was Walter a Gatsby or a Duch-
amp? Was Vivien a Mata Hari or an Anais Ninn? Were they putting us 
on? Were they ever even here? 

Norman Mailer claims there’s no more valuable friend in the world 
than liberal CIA. But whether Walter was formally in the Agency is the 
central mystery in his gauzy bio. Mailer thought the Koolhauses worked 
for themselves, inhabiting a secret power zone where society, money, and 
culture transcended nationality. 

“Walter Koolhaus was a hedonist not a Communist,” cackled Jane Fon-
da, during a brief chat before she too clammed up. “Which isn’t to say he 
couldn’t get Ho Chi Minh on the phone—I watched it myself. He trusted 
no governments, but had an impeccable moral compass. If Kissinger had 
one-tenth the vision of Koolhaus we wouldn’t be bogged down in this 
goddamn war.” 

Ms. Fonda was passionate in her defense of Walter, but even more 
passionate in her tribute to Vivien. “� ey had an equal partnership. Very 
few saw the real Vivien. Her beauty obscured her genius, and she pre-
ferred it that way. She could get away with more.” Ms. Fonda got emo-
tional and ended our chat. Soon after I received a threatening letter from 
her attorney. (	 anks, Jane!)	 anks, Jane!)	 anks, Jane!

But the whirlwind romance of Walter and Vivien took an abrupt U-turn 
in 1969. Fire trucks barreled up the windy road to the charred remains of 
a structure that had burned startlingly fast and complete, as if the steel and 
stone house had been made of kindling. Investigators sifted through the 
ash for days, � nding no clues, presuming the couple cremated by the blaze. 
� e mythical warehouse packed with their plunder has not been found.

Why the secrecy? Of course, secrecy is the lingua franca of espionage. lingua franca of espionage. lingua franca
But what about the money? Where did it come from? Where did it go? 
What happened to the art? Did Walter and Vivien really die? 

To quote Fats Waller, one never knows, do one? 
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Ms. Fonda—prepping for Barbarella, or taking aim at the author? 

Andy Warhol, Billy Al Bengston, Dennis Hopper, Duchamp Retrospective, � e Pasadena Mu-
seum. Photo by Walter Koolhaus, 1964.
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Artists from the Koolhaus Collection: 

Top: Billy Al Bengston, Ascot Park night 
racing, Los Angeles, 1967.

Bottom: Le� : Laddie John Dill. 
Photograph by Jim Ganzer. 

Right: Ken Price at Surfer’s Point, 
Ventura, CA, 1960.
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I’m Not One to Gossip
by Truman Capote

I
� rst saw Walter Koolhaus 
sitting in Gorky Park in 
1955, though I had no idea 
who he was. I was touring 
the USSR with Mrs. Ira 

Gershwin and the cast of Porgy and 
Bess, a pioneering cultural exchange 
in the early days of the Cold War. 
Walter was hard to miss, a dashing 
blast of handsome amidst the dreariness of Moscow. I didn’t know if 
he noticed me, and had no idea what he was doing there, but his visage 
remained seared in my brain. Ten years later, when we formally met, I 
didn’t ask. Walter didn’t like questions.

I make no claim to closeness with the Koolhauses, and those who 
do—or did—are phonies. Walter and Vivien could sense sycophancy 
from canyons away. � ey created an illusion of intimacy, albeit a vivid il-
lusion. � ey had the kind of elegance that raised style to the level of art, 
and art to a form of theater. But the unwritten Koolhaus story is more 
complicated, one of love, intrigue and ultimately, an all-consuming ob-
session with beauty. 

I formally met � e Koolhauses at one of their legendary dinner par-
ties, along with Liz Taylor and Dick Burton, David O. Selznick and 
Janet Jones, Dennis Hopper and Brooke Hayward, and the Vladimir 
Nabokovs. Vivien was tattooed in head-to-toe St. Laurent, black against 
her dairy fresh skin. Imagine a cigarette impossibly balanced from the 
corner of wild cherry-colored lips, a glass of champagne denying the 
laws of centrifugal force. Walter, casually elegant, was a rugged Cary 
Grant, all understated graciousness. � e Koolhauses were able to bridge 
the grand style of a bygone era with the emerging bohemian scene in a 
way that should have been ridiculous, but was in fact astonishing. � ey 
had a vision. 

Vivien is said to have been a gifted author of erotica, written in her 
native tongue of French and published under a nom de plume—which 

either no one knows or is willing to 
reveal. � ere are very few women who 
can genuinely get away with using the 
word darling. Vivien is one of those 
women. And Walter, well… he was a 
patron, a trickster, a collector, and ul-
timately—an utter mystery. An out of 
focus photograph, fading in the Cali-
fornia sun.

Christopher Isherwood took me to one of their early LSD soirées. It 
was one of those night-blooming jasmine—Santa Ana Winds kind of 
magical California nights. Aldous Huxley, Julie Christie, Marcel Duch-
amp and Groucho Marx were among the guests, as well as a handful of 
young artists of whom the Koolhauses were patrons, psychedelic Medicis.

Walter was movie-star handsome, yet it was his indi� erence to the 
industry that made him so alluring. In a town where people cared about 
nothing else, Walter cared about everything but. Vivien was equally obliv-
ious to show biz, preferring Picasso, Proust and Puccini, though not nec-
essarily in that order. She had a devious mock innocence—Sally Bowles 
meets Jane Bowles. 

It was a golden era in a golden city, the Koolhauses its golden couple. 
� e scope of their social life was breathtaking—from high to low, from 
aristocratic to freaky—they knew countesses, they knew criminals, they 
knew countesses who were criminals. “� ey were everywhere yet some-
how invisible,” says Peter Lawford, “holding court quietly in the shad-
ows.” To me they were warm yet always slightly distant, wary of my role 
as a writer, as a teller of tales. � eir remove only heightened their allure.

Walter and Vivien were the kind of couple where 1 + 1 = 1 million. 
Zelda and Scott. Jack and Jackie. Duos that inspire awe over envy. It’s 
about an aristocratic ease that’s as natural as it is re� ned. � e Koolhauses 
represented the best of the past and the most promising of the future. 
� eir passing sets back the culture in ways we can’t imagine. It’s a devas-
tating loss. 

Truman Capote, New York. Photo by Irving Penn, 1965.




