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FADE IN on a general view of Skull Island, at dawn, with the bridge of the ship in the foreground. Captain Englehorn is leaning over the rail looking out at the grandeur of the spectacle. Sea and jungle are still in purple shadow. But high above, the east has drenched the mountains in the glory of its burning. One by one the columnar peaks of snow are kindling downward, chasm by chasm, each in itself a new morning; white glaciers blaze their winding paths like fiery serpents; long avalanches cast down keen streams, brighter than lightning, each sending its tribute of driven snow, like altar smoke, to the heavens. The rose light of the silent domes flushes that heaven about them until the whole sky, one scarlet canopy, is interwoven with a roof of waving flame and tossing, vault beyond vault, as with the drifted wings of many companies of angels.




 





—Scene description from script of King Kong—a black-and-white film

























PREFACE





Fifteen years ago, a book about Hollywood screenwriters would almost certainly have been taken as a riposte to those theories of screen authorship that pay exclusive homage to the “vision” or “personal signature” of the director. I have a three hundred-page compilation on the subject, put together by John Caughie for the British Film Institute. Called Theories of Authorship, it was published in 1981 but draws heavily on material from the late sixties and early seventies. According to the index, screenplay receives two passing mentions, scriptwriter only one, and we will search the book in vain for serious consideration of any individual writer’s contribution to the “language of the cinema.” And this fairly reflects a prodirector prejudice we now take pretty much for granted—in spite of nobly conceived counterattacks like Richard Corliss’s Talking Pictures, in which the methods of archauteurist Andrew Sarris are lovingly devoted to the construction of a pantheon reserved for Writers Only, or—as Corliss dubs them—“Author-Auteurs.”


The escalating prestige of the director was of course viewed with much indignation by the old school of Hollywood screenwriters, with their history of neglect by other means. They had weathered the contract system, they had survived the blacklist, and then—in the early 1960s—they found themselves more or less eliminated from the critical-historical map. Un film de John Ford was the designation: Dudley Nichols, Ford’s faithful wordsmith, might, if he was lucky, get a footnote. The “Capra touch” owed little or nothing, it turned out, to the speechwriting facility of Robert Riskin. The “writer in Hollywood” for most people evoked images of Scott Fitzgerald, HUAC, and perhaps a scene or two from What Makes Sammy Run?


I remember conversations in Oxford circa 1960, when I used to go to the cinema five times a week, if I could manage it. Outside the darkened theaters, in junior common rooms across the land the “auteur theory” was beginning to take hold. On one occasion I was particularly struck by the dialogue in a film called Sweet Smell of Success (the “Match me, Sidney,” “You’re dead, go get yourself buried,” sort of thing), and I was eager to acquire a copy of the script—actually not possible in those days, and not so easy now. To disdainful cinéastes of my acquaintance this seemed a pretty low response to what I’d viewed on screen. I should have been concentrating instead on the “voice” of the director, the recurrences and antinomies by which he had marked the narrative as “his.”


It so happened that the director of this wonderfully hard-boiled, urban-American toughie was a Scotsman called Alexander Mackendrick. Briefed now, I was on the lookout for other films “by him.” The best known of these, it transpired, and the first I came across, was a soft-focus tearjerker about a deaf-and-dumb juvenile. This time I didn’t want to read the script and, apart from a possible link between the charms of the delectable little child star Mandy Miller and the repulsive sister-fixation of Burt Lancaster in Sweet Smell, I could see nothing at all that the two films had in common. Evidently, Mackendrick was a pro for hire, and very good at whatever he was paid to do. “But that’s the point!” the cinéastes would cry. “Look harder. Seek out the clandestine.” Since this would have meant reliving the near-intolerable trials of Mandy Miller, I gave up. Evidently my attachment to the cinema was essentially a slob attachment, that of an addict or at best a fan. “Movies,” I now understood, would have to be filed away along with Broadway musicals, Guy Mitchell, and the Glasgow Rangers football club: low-cultural distractions from the wrath of F. R. Leavis.


But I still wanted to read the script of Sweet Smell of Success and over the years I have kept a vague eye on the fluctuating fortunes of the Hollywood screenwriter (an eye not vague enough, alas, to avoid noticing that Ernest Lehman, author of Sweet Smell, went on from there to pen The Sound of Music). Nowadays the Hollywood writers we know about are usually powerful, deal-fixing “hyphenates” (writer-producers, writer-directors). Figures like William Goldman, Paul Schrader, and Robert Towne are known to have real clout; they are bankable, like stars. And yet in no sense are these men fugitives from some more elevated literary zone. They are genuine “film people” in a way that very few of the old contract writers would have wished to be. In a recent interview, Schrader sums up the attitude of the new men very plausibly, and also by implication reveals much about the predicament of his forerunners:




If I wanted to be just a writer, I could be just a writer very easily. I am not a writer. I am a screen writer, which is half a film-maker…. If I wanted to be a writer, I would not be writing screenplays, that’s for sure.


I want to be a filmmaker; therefore, I can write screenplays. If you want to make a good living, you can be that bastardized thing called the screenwriter. But it is not an art form, because screenplays are not works of art. They are invitations to others to collaborate on a work of art, but they are not in themselves works of art.





To the literary film fan, this kind of talk is likely to sound intelligent, correct but inherently unglamorous. For someone who is, or would prefer to be “just a writer” there is more to be learned—about compromise, self-delusion, money distractions, and the like—from contemplating the writer-in-chains saga that emerges from any study of Hollywood during its so-called golden years—the period I have marked as running from 1915 to 1951. Nineteen fifteen was the year of D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. In 1951, the studio system at last knew itself to be defeated by antitrust legislation, the threat from television was accelerating, and the blacklist had, from the writers’ point of view, added a final insult to the various injuries they believed themselves to have suffered since the first day they decided to “go Hollywood.”


It is not a saga to be bathed in tears. Too much has been made of what Hollywood did to X or Y. Those writers, as we will discover, were in the movies by choice: they earned far more money than their colleagues who did not write for films, and in several cases they applied themselves conscientiously to the not-unimportant task at hand. And they had a lot of laughs.


Even so, there are moments when the sometimes pure in heart might read their story as an admonitory parable: a not untimely reminder that to be “just a writer” is not, and will never be, as easy as Paul Schrader makes it sound.

















Acknowledgements





I am grateful to the following for their advice and practical assistance during the preparation and writing of this book: Gillon Aitken; Philip Dunne; Sam Gill and Howard Prouty of the Production Code Administration Library; the staff of the Margaret Herrick Library at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences; Brigitte J. Kuepers of the Theater Arts Library at UCLA; Jackie Morris of the National Film Archive at the British Film Institute; Abraham Polonsky; Mrs. Preston Sturges; Patricia Wheatley of the British Broadcasting Corporation; David Zeidberg, head of Special Collections at the University Research Library, UCLA; the staff of the UCLA Film and TV Archive; and the staff of Video Plus, Sepulveda Boulevard, Los Angeles.

















1







We do not fear censorship for we have no wish to offend with improprieties or obscenities, but we do demand, as a right, the liberty to show the dark side of wrong, that we may illuminate the bright side of virtue—the same liberty that is conceded to the art of the written word, that art to which we owe the Bible and the works of Shakespeare.





These are the words of a prologue to D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation, released in 1915 and now widely agreed to be the first American movie that can be talked of without condescension as a work of art. Griffith’s text is titled “A Plea for the Art of the Motion Picture,” and much of its rhetorical demeanor we can now recognize as “vintage Hollywood”: on the one hand, a grandiose wish to be (or possibly outdo) both Shakespeare and the Bible; on the other, a just as sizable nervousness about mass-audience reaction. With Griffith, Hollywood began to thrill to the idea of its own potency. It also began to worry about how long this magic gift could last and to devise methods of protecting it.


Griffith himself had started out as a writer, and like most others of that trade, he had always been vaguely contemptuous of the movies. From his teens he remembered the penny arcades, the nickel-in-a-slot Kinetoscopes and Mutoscopes with their two-minute vaudeville routines, their circus turns and boxing bouts, their Samoan dancers and Lady Fencers Without Foils. By the turn of the century (Griffith was twenty-five in 1900), these slot machines had been replaced by small picture houses that offered visitors a thirty-minute  package of projected spectacle: comic setups, chases, scenes from hit plays, simulated news events, big moments from world history. The writer’s contribution, if he made one, was in note form; rarely was there scope for “fiction.” A fortunate scenarist could get twenty dollars for sketching out the movies in, say, The Pretty Stenographer; or, Caught in the Act:




New York studio—26 feet—An elderly but gay broker is seated at his desk dictating to his pretty typewriter. He stops in the progress of his letter and bestows a kiss on the not unwilling girl. As he does his wife enters. She is enraged. Taking her husband by the ear she compels him to get on his knees. The pretty typewriter bursts into tears.





More often than not, the moves would need no script assistance: everybody knew them by heart. In the same catalog in which the “gay broker” does his stuff, we read of How Bridget Served the Salad Undressed:




New York studio—22 feet—This is an old and always popular story told by motion photograph. Bridget of course mistakes the order and brings in the salad in a state of deshabille hardly allowable in polite society.





“In their utter simplicity,” the films of that day “had no more use for words than a caveman had for a Christian name.”1


And this remained true for a few years, even after the first so-called story films made their appearance, starting with Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery in 1903. The script for this ten-minute film could have been comfortably jotted down on the back of an envelope: “a train holdup, a dance-hall episode, and an escape.” After all, Porter’s great discovery was that movies were not just “motion photographs”: they could indeed tell stories, defy the unities, move compellingly from A to B. As Hollywood’s first narrative-film editor, he would have taken some pride in keeping his language links down to the bare essentials.


By 1908, when D. W. Griffith reluctantly took a job with this same Porter (“I haven’t reached the point where I have to work in films,” said Griffith, a day or two before he signed on at the Biograph studio2), the writer in Hollywood was still a mere provider of ideas and synopses. Screen titling had just begun, and it was a primitive business: many filmmaking establishments kept big rolls of titles on their shelves—“The Next Day,” “Ten Years Elapse,” “Forgiven,” “Wedding Bells,” etc. A cost-conscious director made sure that his story avoided language that could not be found in stock.3


Although directors and even actors often concocted their own stories as they went along, there were professional screenwriters, studio employees whose sole job it was to provide plot material and dialogue. Indeed, there had been such since 1898, when Roy L. McCardell, a caption writer for the New York Standard, approached Biograph with the claim that he could write ten Mutoscope quickies in a day: “the first man on either side of the water to be hired for no other purpose than to write pictures.”4 By the time Griffith went to work for Biograph, the screenwriter was an established presence on the lot. He was usually, like McCardell, an ex-newspaperman, and if he was reasonably diligent he could make around two hundred dollars a week (more than four times what he would earn at his reporter’s desk).


As the story films developed, so the screenwriter’s tasks became a shade more taxing (characterization, subplots, and the like began to seep into the pictures around 1910), and the price of photoplays went up. Studios began to buy in material from the outside. Biograph, for instance, advertised for “problem stories in which effective contrast is made between rich and poor.” Some motion picture companies mounted “scenario contests.” Story departments were set up, both to sift the unsolicited manuscripts that were beginning to pour in (only about one in a hundred of these “amateur” submissions was accepted) and to monitor Broadway, the bestseller lists, and the big New York magazines for filmable ideas. A tightening of the copyright law in 1911 had made it harder for the studios to plagiarize any plots they liked the look of—their cheerful custom, it seems, until a lawsuit involving the authorship of Ben-Hur precipitated an expensive legal clampdown.


It was as if, in 1912 or thereabouts, the film industry came to an agreement that “the screen story of today cannot all be told by the camera.”5 Certainly, it was in response to some such acknowledgment, and to the rich rewards it seemed to promise, that “serious” writers began to think of Hollywood as seductive and corrupting:




When I left New York for Hollywood in 1914, my friends unanimously agreed that I was committing professional hare-kiri, that I was selling my pure, white body for money, and that if my name were ever mentioned in the future, it could only be … by people lost to all sense of shame and artistic decency. This attitude on the part of my friends merely reflected the way in which motion pictures were regarded at the time by all legitimate writers, actors and producers.6





Thus spoke William de Mille, elder brother of Cecil and a man of the theater (as a writer-producer) for some thirteen years before a friend not of the sort described above revealed to him: “They’ll pay you $25 a reel, Bill. You can do several in a day, and they’ll keep your name out of it.”


With The Birth of a Nation, a certain softening took place in literary circles; the contempt could no longer be quite so automatic. This was partly because Griffith’s new filmic devices were interesting enough to be envied by the literary fiction writer: the scale of his 140-minute movie was unprecedentedly ambitious, his deployment of vast hordes of lifelike extras almost godlike in its manipulative verve. The film offered not one family saga but two, and—excitingly—it showed that merely by slick cutting from one family to the other a film narrator could sustain a sense of pace and tension that a novelist would surely have to labor for and even then perhaps not capture quite so fluently. And to agitate even the most delicate of literary spirits, there was of course the pioneering Griffith close-up (at the first sight of which an early mogul is said to have declared: “When I buy a whole actor, I want to see all of what I’ve bought”).


The slight relaxation of critical hauteur was assisted also by the way in which The Birth of a Nation was received. A Hollywood director had “taken on” a large subject—the reconstruction of the South—and had treated it not with the bland documentary zeal with which the movies usually approached Our History but with polemical intent. The film reeks of authorial prejudice. Griffith was a Southerner, and he dared here to portray the Ku Klux Klan as “the organization that saved the South from the anarchy of black rule” and to suggest as a proper outcome of the conflict that “the former enemies of North and South [be] united again in common defense of their Aryan birthright.”


The idea of the cinema as an agent of ideas was relatively new; the idea of the cinema as a spur to serious social controversy was pretty well unheard of. The Birth of a Nation was the object of costly boycotts organized by the NAACP; liberal opinion denounced it as “a flagrant incitement to racial antagonism,” “a deliberate attempt to humiliate ten million American citizens and portray them as nothing but beasts.” Commercially, it was a triumph. The film’s female star, Lillian Gish, recalls the fuss:




Part of the early success of The Birth may have arisen from the immediate raging controversy it incited. Everyone wanted to see the film that the NAACP and the Booker T. Washington clubs were trying to have outlawed. Fist fights and picket lines occurred at many premieres of the film. The opening at Clune’s had nearly been halted by rumors of a race riot. Extra police stood guard around the theater just in case. The same thing happened in New York. Two weeks before the film’s showing in Boston, birthplace of the abolitionist movement, it was assailed from rostrum, pulpit and classroom…. When it opened at the Tremont Theater, 5,000 Negroes marched on the state capitol building demanding that the film be banned. Outside the Forrest Theater in Philadelphia fights and rioting broke out between 500 policemen and 3,000 Negroes. War news in the papers gave way to stories of this violence. Cities all over the country clamored to see the film.7





As for Mr. Griffith, Miss Gish claims that he “reacted to the violence and censorship with astonishment, shock and sorrow. Not even he had realized the full power of the film he had created, a film that raised the threat of legislation for national censorship. Then slowly his reaction turned to anger.”


Anger does sound a more plausible response. It is hard to believe that Griffith did not know that his film was hugely offensive to abolitionists, indeed to anyone who was not zealous “to prevent the lowering of the standard of our citizenship by its mixture with Negro blood” (the words of Thomas Dixon, who wrote The Clansman, the book on which Griffith’s film was based). What might have astonished and shocked Griffith was the scale of the response, the impact. But even this should have brought with it a certain exhilaration, a pride in the immense power of his medium—after all, in 1915, only Griffith knew how films like his were made.


Although Griffith is famous for not having used a shooting script (and thus, some would say, for being better at big visual moments than he was at narrative construction), the titles that run through The Birth of a Nation reveal a considerable literary pretentiousness. Presented on the screen in framed boxes, with the initials “DG” at every corner, like the most vulgar of calling cards, the texts regularly strain toward a state of vivid metaphor:




For her who had learned the stern lesson of honor we should not grieve that she found sweeter the opal gates of death [DG’s italics].





This of a young girl who falls to her death as she flees a Negro pursuer—an innocent pursuer, as it happens, but how was she to know?


When the Ku Klux Klan assembles for one of its ceremonies, the language soars to incoherence:




Here I raise the ancient symbol of an unconquered race of men, the fiery cross of old Scotland’s hills…. I quench its flames in the sweetest blood that ever stained the sands of Time!





And when a Klan-contrived settlement of the hostilities is promulgated, the words begin to drip:




Dare we dream of a golden day when the bestial War shall rule no more?




 





But instead—the gentle Prince in the Hall of Brotherly Love in the City of Peace.





Sometimes the titles are straightforwardly informative—explanatory footnotes to the historical paintings that Griffith was fond of animating on the screen, or simple underscorings and asides: “The first negro regiments of the war were raised in South Carolina,” or “A mother’s gift to the cause—Three sons off to the war.” But many of these shorter tags contrived to carry a literary flourish: “In the red lane of death others take their place”; “War claims its bitter, useless sacrifice.” One can well imagine that a hard-up New York writer, however serious, might have perceived an opening here for his off-duty muse.
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Stop a minute and think. Literature is old, centuries old. It started way back; possibly before the flood. It ought to be good by this time if, like wine and cheese, it gets savor from age. Photoplay writing is no bearded veteran. Photoplay writing was born some time or other in 1909. Can you ask the six-year-old to have the erudition of the ages?8





This almost touching plea from Epes Winthrop Sargent was typical of the period: a combination of new-dawn optimism and give-us-time defensiveness. Sargent knew his stuff; an ex-vaudeville reviewer for the Daily Mercury, he had done “several hundred stories for Lubin, two for Imp, two for Vitagraph and seven for Edison. Also about half a mile of photoplay advice and several miles of short stories and novelettes.” In his column “The Literary Side of Pictures” in Motion Picture World, he would burble on about the screenplay trade, bringing news of old-timers, giving the nod to new recruits, checking out the current rates of pay, reporting on the whims and personalities of story editors: “The Universal staff is headed by Captain Leslie T. Peacocke. Captain Peacocke is also a dramatist and novelist. Walter MacNamara was once a member of the staff, as was Pop Hoadley, to say nothing of Hal Reid, who bought more stories for $10 cash than any man alive or dead.” Sargent’s consistent message was: We are on to a good thing, and it can only get better:




It has been a big jump from the $10 to $20 of 1909 to the $50 to $100 of today, but the changes to come will be still more marked and it is reasonable to suppose that the story of a few years hence will make these prices seem absurd. Already $1,000 and even more has been paid for book rights without the advantage of simultaneous publication in the newspapers, and it is only reasonable to suppose that in the time to come, when the best of the book rights shall have been exhausted, the author who writes photoplays for photoplay production will command a better price than the man who writes books that may be adapted.9





A fond hope, and for a time it looked as if Sargent could be right. If we look at the earnings of Anita Loos for her first photoplays, we discover a substantial leap around 1915–16, a year or so after Sargent made his prophecy. But then Anita Loos was in many respects untypical of the trade: her appearance in Hollywood more or less coincided with the studios’ abandonment of their established policy of anonymity, and, with other factors also working in her favor, she became one of the first “name” writers, the first to have any sort of presence in the public consciousness.


Loos had no real background in newspapers or magazines; she simply mailed scripts, unsolicited, from her home in San Diego to the Biograph story department, was lucky enough to have Griffith direct a one-reeler called The New York Hat, and luckier still perhaps to have her text performed by Mary Pickford, Lionel Barrymore, and Lillian and Dorothy Gish. This was in 1912, and—as with writers—the notion of star acting talent was just beginning to take shape. Loos got on well with actors, and as they prospered, so did she. In 1913, she sold nearly forty scenarios, at an average payment of twenty-five dollars each. Three years later, in line with Sargent’s prediction, her price had shot up to five hundred dollars, and in this same year, 1916, she was given her first movie credit, for Macbeth—by William Shakespeare and Anita Loos. (“If I had asked, [they] would have given me top billing.”)


Loos is often spoken of as the first literate screenwriter, and although little of the early evidence survives, she herself preserved a few of her manuscripts. In 1913, Biograph paid her twenty-five dollars for A Girl Like Mother:




Maude is in love with Sidney, a youth who has sworn he will never wed until he finds “a girl like Mother.” In an attempt to learn what sort of girl his mother is, Maude frequents Sidney’s neighborhood to study her from a distance. But through an unfortunate error, she mistakes the town trollop for Sidney’s mother. Although it goes against the grain of a modest girl like Maude, she proceeds to whoop it up in a manner that ruins forever any chance to win the man she loves.





Even here, one can detect a note slightly more acerbic than Hollywood was used to at the time (although it was provided with a happy ending, A Girl Like Mother never reached the screen), but only when the use of dialogue titles became fully fashionable was Loos able to be seen as possessing a distinctive gift. Dialogue had had a hard time muscling into films. At first, there was much resistance to the idea that a writer could overtly contribute to the on-screen entertainment or that words could augment the star appeal of a Douglas Fairbanks and a Norma Talmadge by making them seem witty and shrewd as well as wonderful to look at. Griffith himself, although he was responsible for getting Anita Loos her first contract, remained suspicious of what his author liked to call the “refreshing impudence” of her screen repartee. Loos tells the story of the director John Emerson (later to be Mr. Loos) chancing upon a bundle of synopses in the studio’s script department and taking it to Griffith:




“There’s some fellow named Loos who’s turned out just what I want for a Fairbanks picture. When can I meet him?” With a glint in his eye, D. W. said, “Right now,” and ordered A. Loos to be fetched from the script department.


But then he proceeded to warn Emerson that the script he had picked out was deceptive. “If you study it,” Griffith said, “you’ll notice that most of the laughs are in the dialogue, which can’t be photographed.” When Emerson asked why he bought the stories, D. W. said because they made him laugh. Emerson ventured they might do the same for audiences if the laugh-lines were printed on the film. “But people don’t go to the movies to read,” Griffith argued.10





Griffith was partly converted when, in a film called His Picture in the Papers (1916), Loos’s dialogue transformed Douglas Fairbanks from a buffoonish athlete (a Keystone Cop, was Griffith’s first verdict on the actor) into a thoroughly credible screen smoothie. But even then Griffith’s instinct was to kill the picture. Loos’s biographer records:




Griffith sat through the first screening without a smile. His disapproval kept the picture on the shelf until a booking crisis forced Triangle to put it in circulation. A huge critical and popular hit, it guaranteed the future of Fairbanks and the printed caption as a legitimate form of screen humor.11





Triangle was a new company set up in 1915 by Griffith in partnership with Thomas Ince and Mack Sennett; the idea was that Triangle would buy up theaters in key cities and that the three directors would supply these theaters with four films every week: two hundred films per year. Triumvirate might have been a better title for the company: Griffith, Ince, and Sennett were Hollywood’s top directing talents of the day, and among them they covered the main money-spinning genres. If Griffith was in charge of history and ideas, there was no disputing that Sennett was in charge of laughs and Ince in charge of action, Western-style.


The head of Triangle’s story department was C. Gardner Sullivan, probably the most celebrated and certainly the highest-paid screenwriter of the silent days. Another ex-newsman, Sullivan had arrived in Hollywood in 1914 and had worked with great success on Ince’s two-reeler Westerns starring William S. Hart. With the founding of Triangle, Ince was ready to move on to five-reel features, and Sullivan was more than ready to move with him: Sullivan may not have been the first talented screenwriter, but he probably was the first to take a near-solemn view of what his talent had to offer. As a result, he is now credited with introducing to the screen the soon-to-be-hallowed concept of the good bad man, the seeming blackheart whose essential virtue is unlocked by the love of a good woman. Did a cowboy ever tell a gal: “I reckon God ain’t wanting me much, Ma’am, but when I look at you I feel I’ve been ridin’ the wrong trail,” or mumble to his buddy: “When women like her say there’s a God, there is one, and he sure must be worth trailin’ with”? If we are pretty sure he did, some of the credit should be given to C. Gardner Sullivan.


Like Griffith, Ince and Sullivan had no qualms about getting to the point when it came to treating racial themes. Just as good and bad could get all muddled up sometimes, so, too, could black and white. Here is an Ince-Sullivan synopsis for The Aryan, subtitled “The Story of a White Human Heart Turned Black”:




The hard cruel face of a man who has learned to hate, looks into the trusting countenance of a girl whose whole life has known nothing but love and trust. The man has sworn vengeance on the whole white race, and especially its women, because of a vile deed that one woman had done—a deed that has left its black impress on his very soul. The trust of the child, her confidence that he will help her and the other white people who have besought him for food and shelter, at first makes no appeal to the man who hates. She shall be one more victim of his vengeance, her companions shall suffer with her. He glowers at her, and sneers at her pleas.


Still the great dark eyes follow him about, with no indication of fear or doubt. He has told her that he will show no mercy to her or to the white women of her party. Very well—she will not believe him. He is a white man, she can see that, although he lives among half-breeds and Indians, and she knows he will run true to the creed of his race—to protect its women.


He does. He bursts the shackles of hatred and revenge which have held his spirit in bondage and justifies the girl’s absolute confidence in him.





Sullivan certainly enjoyed troweling on the prose, and his subtitles are not often merely functional. In Hell’s Hinges, for example, the characterization is both deft and definite. When Silk Miller appears on the screen, Sullivan hangs this label around his neck:




SILK MILLER: MINGLING THE OILY CRAFTINESS OF A MEXICAN WITH THE DEADLY TREACHERY OF A RATTLER, NO MAN’S OPEN ENEMY, AND NO MAN’S FRIEND.





Silk Miller is all bad, as some folks are. Blaze Tracey, on the other hand, can at once be recognized as savable (if only because he is played by William S. Hart):




BLAZE TRACEY, THE EMBODIMENT OF THE BEST AND WORST OF THE EARLY WEST, A MAN KILLER WHOSE PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE IS SUMMED UP IN THE CREED Shoot first and do your disputin’ afterwards.





Sullivan is now most often praised, when he is praised at all, for his confident psychologizing, but his real value to Ince might well have had more to do with the zeal with which he approached the task of visual composition. Although Hart did much of his own on-set directing, Ince and Sullivan seem to have left very little to chance when they devised their scripts:




SCENE L: CLOSE-UP ON BAR IN WESTERN SALOON




 





A group of good Western types of the early period are drinking at the bar and talking idly—much good fellowship prevails and every man feels at ease with his neighbor—one of them glances off the picture and the smile fades from his face to be replaced by the strained look of worry—the others notice the change and follow his gaze—their faces reflect his own emotions—be sure to get over a good contrast between the easy good nature that had prevailed and the unnatural, strained silence that follows—as they look, cut.





And sure enough, alas, the next thing we, and the cowboys, see is Satan MacAllister.


More than once, Sullivan’s imagery would transcend the camera’s resources. In Hell’s Hinges, for instance, a church has been burned down by the local baddies. The audience sees a close-up of a spire in flames, with Sullivan’s prose superimposed:




STANDING LIKE A MARTYR OF OLD, WITH THE SYMBOL OF ITS FAITH PROUDLY UPLIFTED TO THE CRIMSONING SKY.





Later on, a born-again Tracey decides enough’s enough; in revenge he takes a torch to the local saloon. The fire spreads, and pretty soon the whole of Hell’s Hinges is ablaze. Sullivan makes sure that we don’t miss any final, purifying intimations:




AND THEN FROM THE MOTHERING SKY CAME THE BABY DAWN, SINGING AS IT WREATHED THE GRAY HORNS OF THE MOUNTAINS WITH RIBBONS OF ROSE AND GOLD.12





Small wonder, we might now think, that by 1917 Sullivan was earning over fifty thousand dollars per year; seven years later, this salary was trebled, making him by some distance the best-paid writer of the era, the “dean of silent screenwriting,” as Variety once called him. A listing of his credits can now and then read like an extract from a soft-porn catalog—The Marriage Cheat, Wandering Husbands, Cheap Kisses, Other Men’s Wives—but even though relatively few of his 375 scenarios seem to have survived, we feel confident that, whatever the film’s title, Silk Miller rarely got away with it.


Anita Loos and C. Gardner Sullivan are names that are now mentioned in the histories: Loos because she went on to do other, celebrated works; Sullivan because he is closely identified with the shaping of a genre. In the world of silent comedy, though, the “author” rarely got a credit: the performer was the script, or so it seemed. In any case, the “Gag Room” at Mack Sennett’s studio was no place for nourishing the ego. Frank Capra worked there for a time, and he has recalled the atmosphere with a fond and fascinated horror:




At the top of the stairs was the Gag Room—square and all windows. The “furniture” was a dozen kitchen chairs, two battered tables, two old typewriters, yellow scratch paper everywhere, and two long, high-backed depot benches—with built-in armrests to fiendishly discourage stretching out for a nap. Felix introduced me to the writers.


“Frank Capra, meet the prisoners of Edendale: Tay Garnett, Brynie Foy, Vernon Smith, Arthur Ripley…. It’s eight hours a day up here, Frank, and nights, when the Old Man can’t sleep. Here’s the way we slave: Two men work up a story line, then all the others pitch in on gags. Sennett holds story conferences up here or down in his office. Sometimes he takes us to the projection room to see the rushes. You can scribble out your own ideas, but no scripts for directors. You tell them the story and they shoot from memory. Got it?”


Arthur Ripley, a tall, lugubrious character with the lean and hungry look of Cassius, put in his two-cents worth. “And Frank. You’re good for six weeks here if, when Sennett’s around, you make like Rodin’s ‘Thinker’ and don’t open your mouth.”13





It was not in Capra’s nature to keep his mouth shut for long. He managed it for two weeks, and then, at a projection room story conference, he made his first bid to ingratiate himself with Sennett, that “Napoleon of the cap and bells”:




A scene came on the screen in which Eddie Gribbon, the villain, tried to break through a door. He pulled and rattled the doorknob until it came off in his hand. Then he kicked, pushed, and hurled his shoulder at the door. It wouldn’t open. So the villain tore his hair and walked off.


“That’s not funny,” said Sennett. “We need a topper for the scene. Who’s got the topper?”


“I got one, Mr. Sennett,” spoke up a writer. “After Gribbon has knocked himself out trying to open the door, let him turn to the audience and say a one-word title: “Locked!” Sennett roared, “That’s it. We’ll use it.”


“I got a topper for that, Mr. Sennett,” I heard myself saying. There was a hush in the room. Felix Adler and the other writers made all sorts of silent gestures for me to keep quiet. Sennett took a shot at his spittoon, then slowly turned his leather rocking chair in my direction.


“You have?” he asked, jingling gold pieces in his pocket. “Let’s hear it.”


My fellow scriveners raised their eyes to heaven and uttered a few muffled groans.


“Well, Mr. Sennett,” my voice had a break in it, “after the heavy says ‘Locked!’ he looks down and sees a little cat come up to the locked door and push it open with his paw.”


Sennett roared—and my co-gag men roared louder, for my benefit. “Great, Frank. That’s a helluva laugh. Then what, Frank?”


“Oh-h-h. Well—uh—then the door closes quietly behind the cat. Gribbon gets an idea. He squats down on hands and knees, crawls up to the door like the cat, and pushes lightly on the door with his paw. No soap. Door won’t open. Then the heavy throws himself at the door all over again.”


“Great!” says Sennett. “We got a routine going. Come on, you guys, keep it rolling. What’s next?”


And that’s how comedy routines were created by gag men, one idea sparking another, sometimes slowly, sometimes like a string of firecrackers.14





After six months, Capra was offered a better contract (“I think it’s time you lost your apprentice bug and rode the stake horses because you’ve won your wings. Know what I mean?”), and when he responded that what he really wanted was to be a director, Sennett hit the roof: “A director? And lose a good gag man? You’re nuts.15


3


By the beginning of the 1920s, most American film production had moved to the West Coast, and most of the “major studios,” as we now know them, were thoroughly in business. By 1920, Fox and Universal were already names to conjure with, the Warner brothers had just opened their first small lot on Sunset Boulevard, Harry and Jack Cohn had founded Columbia, and Loew’s, Inc., the theater chain, had just taken over Metro Pictures, inaugurating a series of mergers that would eventually give birth to MGM. A year earlier, in response to this influx of corporate muscle, four of Hollywood’s most revered “creative” figures had set up their own production company; when Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks joined with D. W. Griffith and Charles Chaplin to form United Artists, a famous jest was coined: “The lunatics have taken over the asylum!” Of the other big-name studios, RKO would come later, with the beginnings of sound, and Paramount was already formidably there, but under another name: Adolph Zukor’s Famous Players-Lasky.


In later years—indeed, quite soon—it would become impossible to weigh up a screenwriter’s individual predicament without knowing which of these companies he worked for: each of the studios swiftly evolved a recognizable house style, and this style was largely determined and sustained by the ruling mogul, together with one or two of his henchmen. And these men were in turn answerable to their backers in New York.


In the early 1920s, Wall Street began to take a serious interest in Hollywood: financiers liked the idea of an industry that could reap big profits even as it lulled the masses into a cheerful, not to say grateful, acceptance of the status quo. The postwar Red Scare was well into its stride, and the cinema was beginning to attract a new middle-class, “thinking” audience. Bolshevism would be outgunned by money, and the bankers could get richer by seeming to be worthy. They could be in touch with show biz glamour; they could cash in on the burgeoning real estate possibilities; they could open up the European markets. Via Hollywood—this “foremost entertainer and educator of the world’s millions”—they could plausibly present themselves as Christian patriots, both shaping and investing in a good America.


With Hollywood itself reeling from the effects of the 1920 money panic (not to mention the cinema-emptying flu plague of two years earlier), an alliance between East Coast cash and West Coast “creativity” was unavoidable. Without such an alliance, Hollywood might have crumbled there and then. Having accepted the alliance, though, Hollywood turned itself from a place into a definition. When H. L. Mencken was asked (by himself) in the late 1920s: “When do you think the Shakespeare of the movies will appear?” his answer was:




The movies today are too rich to have any room for genuine artists. They produce a few passable craftsmen, but no artists. Can you imagine a Beethoven making $100,000 a year? If so, then you have a better imagination than Beethoven himself. No, the present movie folk, I fear, will never quite solve the problem, save by some act of God. They are too much under the heel of the East Side gorillas who own them.16





Hollywood’s self-definition was, of course, taking shape well before its pact with Wall Street was complete. By 1920, most filmmakers in California saw themselves as “bound by rules that set stringent limits on individual innovations” and had already agreed that “telling a story is the basic formal concern,” that “realism”—both Aristotelian and historical—was always to be aimed for, and that the teller of the tale should be invisible. It was also established that the tales themselves should be “comprehensible and unambiguous” and possess “a fundamental emotional appeal that transcends class and nation.”17 These so-called classical Hollywood criteria would dominate the industry for the next thirty years and show themselves able to accommodate the very best and the very worst in a (numerically) breathtaking output of film fiction.


Where the Wall Street alliance made a difference was in the moneymen’s assumption that since the filmmakers were already of such an agreeably populist bent, it ought to be easy to manipulate and bully them into a total subservience to market values. As David Robinson has gloomily described it:




Big business left permanent marks on the creative aspects of production. The bureaucrats and accountants, eager to overcome the unpredictable and intractable elements in the creation of films, began to codify certain principles of commercial production that still prevail in the industry: the attempt to exploit proven success with formula pictures and cycles of any particular genre which temporarily sells, at the expense of other and perhaps unorthodox product; the quest for predictable sales values—star names, best-selling success titles, costly and showy production values—which in fact have little to do with art.18





Robinson goes on to find himself “astonished” that in spite of all this, “so much of real worth came out of this cinema and this era.” Another definition of Hollywood might call it a realm in which everything happened in spite of something else.
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The screen needs a Shakespeare. And history has proved that every time there is a real need someone rises to the occasion.


The screen will eventually have its Shakespeare—that I believe. A man will come who will tower head and shoulders above past writers and contemporaries in the construction of original screen stories. He will bring to the screen something new, some great thought, some finely wrought form of construction and story telling. He will open our eyes to new possibilities, to new dreams of the screen as a medium of art, and when he passes will leave a creative monument behind him that will be something for many generations to gaze upon with awe.


I do not predict the arrival of a screen Shakespeare this year, or next, or possibly during the lifetime of any of us. But there is a crying need and I, for one, am sure that the super-author of pictures will in the not too distant future rise like a colossus in our midst.1





The cadences are assuredly not those of H. L. Mencken. The speaker here is Jesse L. Lasky, partner of Adolph Zukor in Famous Players-Lasky, and we can tell from his prose what sort of Shakespeare he would settle for. It is strange how often the name Shakespeare crops up in the early days of movies and how rarely it gets mentioned in the days that follow. The search for a “Bard of Hollywood,” as Lasky calls him, began in earnest in July 1919, when Sam Goldwyn—who had recently been ousted from Famous Players–Lasky and had set up on his own—issued a thirty-two-page brochure as an insert in two leading Hollywood trade papers. It was, boasted Goldwyn, “the largest and most elaborate insert ever used in the industry,” and yet it advertised not forthcoming Goldwyn features, nor current Goldwyn stars, nor even—except by the way—Goldwyn himself. Remarkably, it heralded the formation of a new body called Eminent Authors.


With the help of novelist Rex Beach, Goldwyn was attempting a riposte to Zukor’s Famous Players concept (the contracting of eminent stage stars): he had assembled a stable of what he called “classy writers” to inject a bit of verbal eminence into his films. He signed up the novelists Gertrude Atherton, Gouverneur Morris, Rupert Hughes (uncle to Howard), Mary Roberts Rinehart—writers forgotten now but at the time big names, not just classy but also extremely popular. To help these prose writers with any dialogue problems, Goldwyn had also acquired a handful of playwrights, including Elmer Rice. Under the terms of their contracts, these authors granted Goldwyn a ninety-day option on the film rights of their forthcoming works. If the work was accepted for filming, the author would receive “a $10,000 advance against one third of the film’s earnings.” This was real money, betokening a surprising confidence in the usefulness of literary talent. After all, this was still deep in the days of silent films.


The experiment failed. The eminent authors complained about the cavalier way in which Goldwyn’s story department handled their material; the Goldwyn actors and directors were suspicious of their boss’s new valuation of the writer’s status. Feuds and bickering ensued. Elmer Rice’s disillusionment was typical:




I had accepted Goldwyn’s offer largely on the strength of his promise of free creative scope. But he had reckoned without the scenario department’s entrenched bureaucracy. The practitioners of the established patterns of picturemaking saw in the invasion from the East a threat to their security. Beneath the surface affability there was a sort of struggle for power.2





The bureaucrats, needless to say, prevailed, and Goldwyn’s own attitude to writers soon settled into the cautious skepticism that was to stay with him for the rest of his career (although the craving for literary class stayed with him too):






The great trouble with the usual author is that he approaches the camera with some fixed literary ideal and he cannot compromise with the motion picture viewpoint…. This attitude brought many writers whom I had assembled into almost immediate conflict with our scenario department, and I was constantly being called upon to hear the tale of woe regarding some title which had either been left out entirely or else altered in such a way as to ruin the literary conception.3





From what little we know about the Eminent Authors fiasco, the authors were probably at fault, being too grand, too disdainful of the “mere technicians” who had the impudence to tamper with their sense of how a story should be told. But then Goldwyn himself had been no more conscientious than they in his planning of the scheme. All in all, the episode is best remembered for various anecdotes involving the Belgian playwright Maurice Maeterlinck. Maeterlinck happened to be on a lecture tour of the United States and, on the strength of his known eminence (he’d won the Nobel Prize), found himself signed up by Goldwyn to write films.


Goldwyn, although disconcerted that Maeterlinck had never heard of Gertrude Atherton et al. (“What is he? A dumbbell?”), was at first immensely proud of his new acquisition, announcing to the world: “I feel proud to have allied to the production forces of my organization, the brain and inspired pen of Maurice Maeterlinck and to establish as a policy of Goldwyn the desire to secure the greatest creative brains from the world’s literati.” The trouble started when the Belgian set to work. He spoke no English, so, to get in the mood, he produced an adaptation of one of his own novels, La Vie des abeilles. The scenario was translated and turned over to the boss. “My God!” yelled Goldwyn when he read it. “The hero is a bee!”4


Even this Goldwyn turned to his advantage. He took to introducing his author as “the greatest writer on earth. He’s the guy who wrote The Birds and the Bees.” Maeterlinck’s next contribution was called “The Power of Light.” After this, Goldwyn persuaded him that perhaps he ought to watch some films. This he did, for hours on end, eventually coming up with his next, much more professional scenario. According to Goldwyn, it began with “the lid slowly rising from a sewer in a street of Paris; up from the sewer came the face of a gory and bedraggled female Apache with a dagger gripped between her teeth.” Maeterlinck was paid off and sent back to Belgium, or wherever. Legend has it that Goldwyn took him to the station, patted him on the shoulder, and said, “Don’t worry, Maurice. You’ll make good yet.”5


Goldwyn had had rebuffs from authors more eminent than the ones he ended up with—H. G. Wells regretted that he “never could write on order” and would certainly “fail abjectly when it came to doing it for the screen,” and George Bernard Shaw declined on the grounds that “There is only one difference between Mr. Goldwyn and me. Whereas he is after art I am after money.” In response to Goldwyn’s busy recruiting, though, Zukor and Lasky began to wonder if there might not be something they were missing. They, too, began canvassing for eminents and managed to import Somerset Maugham and Elinor Glyn. Maugham’s flirtation was brief. He sold Jesse Lasky a script and left town as quickly as he could, later to “look back on my connection with the cinema world with horror mitigated only by the fifteen thousand dollars.” In 1921, he wrote an article in the North American Review; the gist of it, by this time, most of his co-eminents would have applauded:




There are directors who desire to be artistic. It is pathetic to compare the seriousness of their aim with the absurdity of their attainment…. I believe that in the long run it will be found futile to adapt stories for the screen from novels or from plays, and that any advance in this form of entertainment which may lead to something artistic, lies in the story written directly for projection on the white screen.6





Even so, as Maugham’s biographer has written, “There was probably no writer who sold as many stories, plays and books to the movies as Maugham.”7


The popular novelist Elinor Glyn set off for Hollywood in June 1920, in response to an offer from Lasky that she might like to “study the technical and other problems of film-making” and, having done that, “write a scenario specially for filming and herself supervise its production as a moving picture.” At age fifty-six, Glyn still cut an exotic figure, and according to report, she made an immediate impact on the social scene: “her great beauty, her real presence, and her personality made her, effortlessly, one of the outstanding figures.” She was a queenly, organizing type, and she soon carved out a role for herself as Hollywood’s resident expert on “refinement.” It was not Hollywood’s treatment of her work that bothered her. Not only did she deliver a filmable scenario called The Great Moment, she was also astute enough to turn the script into a novel—possibly the first “book of the film.” Her real quarrel with American movies was that they seemed to her rather vulgar and ill-bred:




In vain she protested that English Duchesses did not wear their hair like frizzy golliwogs, that the drawing rooms of English country houses did not contain bamboo tables, aspidistras or the various knick-knacks usually associated with seaside lodging houses; that ducal castles did not have a line of spittoons, even gold ones, down the middle of the drawing room.8





Few of Hollywood’s design people had ever been abroad, and for them Glyn was “the sole representative of European high society in Hollywood.” She proved her seriousness in almost shocking style by ordering scenes from the film of her novel Three Weeks to be reshot, at her own expense. Real class. Glyn spent two years in Hollywood, and apart from whatever impact she made in the matter of removing gold spittoons, she is best remembered now for two major contributions: she invented the term “It” to denote sex appeal (Clara Bow became famous as the “It” girl), and she taught Rudolph Valentino how to kiss a lady’s hand—palm upward was the Glyn decree.


The promise to Elinor Glyn that she would be allowed to supervise the production of her scripts was not as generous or foolhardy as it sounds today. In spite of schemes like Eminent Authors, there was not always a clear demarcation between the various filmmaking roles. For example, June Mathis was one of a group of powerful young women scenarists who, during the silent era, seem to have had more than a mere writing hand in the pictures they were set to work on. There was Anita Loos, of course, and her long association with D. W. Griffith; after her came tough, reliable professionals like Bess Meredyth, Frances Marion, and Jeannie Macpherson. Each of these began as a performer—Meredyth, for example, started out as a Griffith extra and Macpherson, Cecil de Mille’s favorite, had been something of a star. The producers liked these women writers, it seems, because they could inject a money-spinning “female touch” into their scripts. It was a Hollywood doctrine that “wives and shop girls can always get their men to the movies they want to see, but a man can’t get a woman to one that doesn’t interest her.” Another advantage, though, was that each of these women had been created by the industry; they all knew about films and they believed in them—unlike the ex-newspapermen and failed short story writers who had drifted to Hollywood in search of a fast buck.


June Mathis is remembered now for having discovered Valentino and for shifting him to Famous Players-Lasky after Metro refused to double his salary. A near-contemporary account of that discovery gives some idea of the sort of influence a staff scenarist could be permitted in the 1920s. Terry Ramsaye, in his splendid A Million and One Nights, recalls how Metro boss Richard Rowland followed “with a fatal fascination” weekly advertisements in the New York Times for a book called The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, by Vicente Blasco Ibañez:




It was a novel of war, and through these months when all the world was trying to forget the war its circulation was mounting, mounting, mounting.


Here was a success which seemed to flaunt itself in the face of every index of the times. It was something to engage the attention of the busy-minded Rowland, alert in that game of chance and wits that is the motion picture. But, curiously typical of the world of the motion picture, Rowland’s curiosity did not lead him to investigate the book, to read that rapid, cloying tale of horrendous glamours for himself. The book was nothing, but those weekly figures in the Literary Section of the New York Times—“fortieth printing—forty-first printing—forty-second printing”—were enamoring and compelling. A dozen times he decided to order negotiations for the motion picture rights, and then one word, “War,” intervened, and he did not make the step. It would be a folly against all experience. War pictures were dead.9





But those ads continued to torment Rowland, and in the end, despite opposition from his colleagues, he bought the book. His next step was to call in June Mathis: “Take this book and make a continuity. When you get one you like bring it to me. You’ve got to make good on this one for me. Everybody in the world thinks I’m crazy.” Mathis delivered a script. “Rowland thumbed it over rapidly. It looked like a script and he had faith in Miss Mathis.” Rowland then asked Mathis who should direct the picture. She told him. And what about the cast? She knew an Argentinian dancer called Valentino. Rowland concluded the interview by telling her: “Say, you take this script and go out there and make this picture—hire anybody you like. It’s your job.”


It need hardly be added that the picture was a smash hit and Valentino became a star. The film wasn’t a war film, after all. “It was a triumph of a new Don Juan of the screen, a victory for Latin love and suppressed desire among the movie millions”:




Not so long ago, Richard Rowland, now at the helm of First National, picked up the novel of The Four Horsemen to read it for the first time. He turned a few pages and then threw it under the radiator. He had had all the excitement there was in that story.10





Mathis’s success with Four Horsemen led to her appointment as supervisor, or on-site studio representative, on a new version of Ben-Hur. This time her luck ran out. She decided to film in Italy, where it was believed labor would be cheap: labor was cheap, but it was also (or perhaps therefore) anxious to prolong the filming for as long as possible. Costs soared, the rushes didn’t look as wondrous as they should, the studio took fright and recalled the company from Rome. Mathis was blamed for “lack of supervision.”


In accounts of the making of Ben-Hur, June Mathis is usually cast as the artist-victim. Her next big supervisory assignment, the cutting of von Stroheim’s Greed, has no such kudos attached to it. Just as The Birth of a Nation announces the beginning of “serious cinema,” so Greed is often taken to mark the point at which Hollywood once and for all defined the limitations it would impose on any maverick creative hirelings, however brilliantly gifted those mavericks might seem to be. Erich von Stroheim was not one of Hollywood’s postwar European imports, schooled in Berlin experimentalism; indeed, he liked to describe himself as a “graduate of the D. W. Griffith school of film making,” having worked for Griffith, as actor, assistant director, and “military adviser,” throughout the war years. He began writing and directing his own films in 1918. His first three efforts were successful at the box office, and by 1922 he was the leading director at Carl Laemmle’s Universal Studios. In spite of clashes with the studio head, Irving Thalberg, von Stroheim was valued for his “Continental” subtlety and sophistication: so far, these qualities had flourished within accepted boundaries.


No shrinking violet, von Stroheim had set his heart on a major triumph, a Griffith-style masterpiece that would extend the medium’s sense of its own possibilities. He had bought the rights of a novel called McTeague, by Frank Norris, and he wanted his treatment of it on the screen “to go the Master one better as regards film realism”:




I was not going to compromise. I felt that after the last war, the motion picture-going public had tired of the cinematographic “chocolate eclairs” which had been stuffed down their throats, and which had in a large degree figuratively ruined their stomachs with this overdose of saccharose in pictures. Now, I felt, they were ready for a large bowl of plebeian but honest “corned beef and cabbage.” I felt that they had become weary of insipid Pollyanna stories with their peroxide-blonde, doll-like heroines, steeped in eternal virginity, and their hairless flatchested sterile heroes, who were as lily-white as the heroines. I thought they could no longer bear to see the stock villains, dyed-in-the-wool, 100 per cent black, armed with moustache, mortgage and riding crop.


I believed audiences were ready to witness real drama and real tragedy, as it happens every day in every land; real love and real hatred of real men and women who were proud of their passions. I felt that the time was ripe to present screen stories about men and women who defied … written and unwritten codes, and who took the consequence of their defiance gallantly, like many people do in real life. People who defied prejudice and jealousies, conventions and the social mores of a hypocritical society, who fought for their passions, conquered them or were conquered by them.


I knew that everything could be done with film, the only medium with which one could reproduce life as it actually was. I knew also that entertainment that mirrored life would be more entertainment than one which distorted it. The sky was the limit! Whatever men could dream of, I could and would reproduce it in my films. I was going to metamorphose the “movies” into an art—a composite of all arts. Fight for it! and die for it, if need be! …. Well, fight I did…. And die … I almost did, too!11





This is an extract from an unpublished article, and one has to allow for some roughness and melodrama in the prose. Von Stroheim’s credo is worth pondering, though. As a literary manifesto, it is not in the least startling; indeed, it borders on the lurid, the overobvious. Viewed in a Hollywood context, as the outline for a film, it seems touched with a sort of insane courage: how does he think he’ll get away with that?


He didn’t, of course, and yet he almost did. In 1923, the Goldwyn Company (from which Goldwyn himself had been ousted) miraculously decided to back von Stroheim’s McTeague project. How this was managed no one seems to know: it seems unlikely that von Stroheim could have told his backers that McTeague was a novel about five people destroyed by greed. Perhaps he presented it as a murder yarn, since the book was in part based on an actual San Francisco killing. Anyway, he got the money and set off in pursuit of superrealism, insisting on doing most of his shooting in the house in which the real-life murder had occurred. He had decided that he would have no studio shooting at all and even went so far as to subject his cast and crew to two months in Death Valley, where the temperature was 132 degrees under an umbrella. Fourteen members of his team fell ill, and his star, Jean Hersholt, ended up in the hospital with a hemorrhage brought on by the heat. Von Stroheim’s lust for authenticity often seemed merely fanatical, as if he believed that it was worth wasting time and money in order to promote an abstract faith. One of his cameramen later on recalled: “Realism got us into trouble in the gold-mining scenes at the start. Von Stroheim insisted that we went into the mine to a depth of 3,000 feet … instead of 100 feet, which would have got us exactly the same effect.”12 The script said 3,000; that was that. Fidelity to the book McTeague demanded that rooms had to be furnished in exactly the way Frank Norris furnished them, that effects of light described in the novel had to be precisely reproduced on film. And if a character was said in the book to be hate-filled, von Stroheim made sure that his performer didn’t have to act. Shortly before being rushed to the hospital, Jean Hersholt played this final scene:




The day that we staged our death fight I barely recollect at all. Stroheim had made our hot tired brains grasp that this scene was to be the finish. The blisters on my body, instead of breaking outwards, had burst inwards. The pain was intense. Gowland and I crawled over the crusted earth. I reached him, dragged him to his feet. With real bloodlust in our hearts we fought and rolled and slugged each other. Stroheim yelled at us: “Fight, fight. Try to hate each other as you both hate me!”13





Von Stroheim’s shooting script runs to some three hundred printed pages and is an impressive document, the detail of its visual directives managing to accumulate a sort of literary power as we track them on the page. Von Stroheim hadn’t simply read McTeague; he’d seen it:




Medium shot of McTeague. He hears the squeaking of a little bird and looks around until he discovers the bird on the rail. (The camera moves back on the narrow gauge track ahead of him to include the bird in the foreground on the rail as well as McTeague.) Cut to close-up of the little bird sitting on the rail. It is apparently lame as it cannot fly away in spite of its attempts to do so.


Back to medium shot of McTeague. The camera pans slightly as he leaves the car, walks cumbersomely but carefully towards the bird, bends down and picks it up.


Close-up of McTeague holding the bird up to his face.


Extreme close-up of him kissing the bird.


Medium close-up of McTeague with the bird in his hand, examining it closely, but very tenderly.


Medium long shot. Not finding anything wrong, he retraces his steps to the car, which he then pushes with his right arm while holding the bird with his left (showing enormous strength through his feat of pushing four car-loads of ore with one arm). As he starts moving, camera again moves ahead of him on the narrow gauge track for a few feet only.


Cut to long shot, reverse angle, from behind McTeague, pushing towards the entrance of the mill: his car approaches another one being pushed by a miner in the opposite direction. Medium shot, inside the mill. McTeague pushes the first car in from right to left; he takes the body of the car and lifts it with one arm into such a position that the ore rolls through a chute into the stamps. Close-up of a miner’s face, very ugly and mean. He looks in the direction of the bird in McTeague’s hand.


Shot from the miner’s angle of McTeague’s hand holding the bird. Medium shot of McTeague and the other miner as they meet. The miner maliciously slaps McTeague’s hand with such force that McTeague drops the bird. (With his right hand he is holding up the second car-load at an angle of forty-five degrees.)


Close-up of McTeague. The look on his face slowly changes from a dumbfounded, questioning, expression to a terrible grimace of anger.





With similarly loving care, we are told how McTeague grabs the miner and hurls him over a precipice. And then:




Medium close-up of the miner at the bottom of the ravine feeling his bones, wiping the blood off his face and starting to climb up again cumbersomely.


Close-up of McTeague again.


Title: “SUCH WAS MCTEAGUE.”14





Von Stroheim’s McTeague was always going to be a lengthy film, but at the end of the shooting even he was surprised to find that he had forty-two reels of it—about ten hours’ worth of viewing. “Even if I wanted the film to be shown in two parts, it was necessary to cut half of it.” Eventually, and with a heavy heart, he brought it in at eighteen reels. By this time, though, the Goldwyn Company had become part of MGM, and von Stroheim’s old adversary, Irving Thalberg, was now chief of production—at the age of twenty-three. Von Stroheim was told that the film would go out at ten reels, and June Mathis (who dreamed up the title Greed) supervised the cutting. Neither Thalberg nor Mathis can fairly be thought of as philistines or thugs; their job was to produce a marketable movie. When von Stroheim saw the finished product, though, he was disgusted. On that day, as he remembered it later:




I abandoned all my ideals to create real art pictures and made pictures to order from now on. My film The Merry Widow (1925) proved that this kind of picture is liked by the public, but I am far from being proud of it and I do not want to be identified at all with the so-called box-office attractions. So I have to quit realism entirely.15
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Since the failure of Eminent Authors, there had been a tendency in Hollywood to steer clear of outside talent and to nurture the in-house technicians: staff scenarists at the June Mathis level were involved fairly closely in the overall production and postproduction of a movie, and the quarrel between words and pictures seems for a brief period to have enjoyed a kind of truce. By the mid-twenties, the movie business was booming, and competition between the studios (for stars, distribution outlets, and—a Thalberg motto—“superior production values”) was of a new and passionate intensity. Films were longer, more elaborately plotted, and subtitles were now integral: for the first time, the quality of the titling had an important bearing on the film’s box office impact. There was new talk of the need for titles that could “hit the back wall,” that could induce laughs and tears all by themselves, or that could dignify some of the more pretentious items that were now being hoisted onto the assembly line: biblical epics, translations from the classics. Film audiences were getting sophisticated; they had a troubling tendency to laugh out loud when the old corny material came up on the screen:




Scene 122—EXT. Bottom of cliff


Both roll to bottom of cliff—struggle—Bob overcomes


Dick—raises gun to strike—




 





Scene 123—EXT. Same location. C.U. of the two—Bob has Dick on the ground—arm raised with gun to strike—recognizes


Dick—starts in horror—his arm drops slowly to his side as he stares at Dick—Dick tries to bluff it out—says:




 





SUBTITLE: FOR GOD’S SAKE, BOB, GIVE ME ONE MORE CHANCE, REMEMBER WHAT YOU PROMISED MOTHER!




 





Scene 124—EXT. Same location.


Bob buries his head in his hands—Dick is thoroughly  repentant—and puts his hand on Bob’s shoulder—says:




 





SUBTITLE: BOB, I’VE LEARNED MY LESSON AND—I’M GOING STRAIGHT FROM NOW ON.


Bob looks slowly at Dick—Dick looks at him with earnest sincerity. Fade Out




 





SUBTITLE: TIME HEALS ALL WOUNDS.16





This, a Columbia production called The Call of the Blood, is quoted in a 1922 manual, Photoplay Writing, as an example of the “way to do it”; perhaps this was the way to do it, but by 1925 it was seriously out of date.


Titling was, of necessity, a minimalist art. If merely functional, it had to link and explain without drawing attention to itself. If aiming for the laughs and tears, it had to work succinctly. The requirement by the mid-twenties was for the gilded, quotable one-liner. Where better to seek that sort of material than at the Algonquin Round Table in New York? Through a clever and unashamed manipulation of the gossip columns, this weekly seminar of journalists and playwrights had become famous for its mastery of the epigrammatic mode, for—in effect—subtitling its table talk. At a quick glance, it must have seemed that the Table’s cryptic style was perfectly suited to the movies.


And in a sense, it was. Unhappily, though, the movies were high on the list of the Round Table’s favorite satiric targets. This was not enough to prevent most of the members from taking an interest when the money offers began rolling in, but it did rather determine their approach to Hollywood when they got out there. And even today, most popular notions of “the writer in Hollywood” are shaped by versions of his plight concocted in the 1920s by characters like Ben Hecht and Herman Mankiewicz.


In 1925, Mankiewicz, a second-string drama critic and frequently failed playwright, was thought by many to be the most gifted and the most vulnerable of the Algonquin group. He had made one trip to Hollywood already, collecting five hundred dollars for a scenario about the marines, which he claimed to have thought up while sitting on the toilet. Five hundred dollars was no joke; in those days, two dollars bought you lunch at the Algonquin. In 1926, Mankiewicz was lured back to Hollywood at a salary of four hundred dollars per week, as a Paramount staff writer—a staff writer with a difference, though. As a known Algonquin wit, he was given his own office suite in the administration building and was treated more as a visiting dignitary than as a hired literary hand.


Mankiewicz, having spent some years observing the posturings of successful Broadway playwrights, had no quarrel with this sort of treatment: he got himself a big house, bought a convertible from Ernst Lubitsch, and settled down to the serious business of squandering his salary in big-stake poker games. Los Angeles was still a country town surrounded by orange groves (“A great place to live if you’re an orange” was a well-known quip), and Herman was entranced by the climate and the vegetation: palms, vines, and eucalyptus trees could be gazed on from your office window, and on a good day you could have lunch with Charlie Chaplin. As to the work, the quick-tongued Mankiewicz had little trouble staying ahead of the game. Titles like “SHE WAS COOL IN AN EMERGENCY AND WARM IN A TAXI” or “PARIS‚ WHERE HALF THE WOMEN ARE WORKING WOMEN … AND HALF THE WOMEN ARE WORKING MEN” seemed, to the Paramount chieftains, to be crackling with East Coast savoir faire. For Mankiewicz this was easier work than having lunch at the Algonquin: here no one answered back.


Mankiewicz missed his New York friends, though, and did his best to persuade Paramount to hire others like himself. Paramount’s production chief, B. P. Schulberg, had served long years as a writer and story editor and was sympathetic: all the more so, perhaps, when he found that he could regularly recoup much of Mank’s wages at the poker table. An early Mankiewicz recruit was Ben Hecht, a Chicago newspaperman and former Dadaist poet. In late 1926, Hecht received a wire from Mankiewicz: WILL YOU ACCEPT THREE HUNDRED PER WEEK TO WORK FOR PARAMOUNT PICTURES? ALL EXPENSES PAID. THE THREE HUNDRED IS PEANUTS. MILLIONS ARE TO BE GRABBED OUT HERE AND YOUR ONLY COMPETITION IS IDIOTS. DON’T LET THIS GET AROUND. In fact, Mankiewicz himself made sure it did get around. Nunnally Johnson, a Saturday Evening Post story writer, was another 1926 recruit; he stayed for six weeks and many years later was still trying to remember what he did: “A fellow took me in his office and said ‘Look, here are our stars’: Richard Dix, Adolphe Menjou, Richard Arlen. ‘Now we want you to do this: pick out one of the stars and do a story for him.’” Johnson was a reserved, ironic Southerner, modest but conscientious, and later he would become a substantial figure in Hollywood. In 1926, though, it was Mankiewicz who set the tone. “Mank was a man who liked to manipulate people and the job,” Johnson recalled, “and when he came out here, I think Mank figured, ‘These are my kind of people and I can handle them.’ He was so damned smart he charmed everybody from stuffed shirts like Walter Wanger all the way down to almost idiots and hustlers. Bringing Mank to Hollywood then was like throwing the rabbit into the briar patch.”17


In Ben Hecht, Mankiewicz had a kindred spirit, arrogant and mischievous. When Hecht arrived in Hollywood, Mank thought he could benefit from a crash course in movie writing, and he advised him as follows:




I want to point out to you that in a novel a hero can lay ten girls and marry a virgin for a finish. In a movie this is not allowed. The hero, as well as the heroine, has to be a virgin. The villain can lay anybody he wants, have as much fun as he wants cheating and stealing, getting rich and whipping the servants. But you have to shoot him in the end. When he falls with a bullet in his forehead, it is advisable that he clutch at the Gobelin tapestry on the library wall and bring it down over his head like a symbolic shroud. Also, covered by such a tapestry, the actor does not have to hold his breath while he is being photographed as a dead man.18





Hecht’s response to this little lecture was to concoct a story that eliminated heroes and heroines, a story “containing only villains and bawds.” By this means, “I would not have to tell any lies.” The script that resulted was called Underworld, and it was assigned to Josef von Sternberg—his first film as a Paramount director. Von Sternberg was the same age as Hecht—thirty-two—and Hecht, who had spent two years in Berlin going Dada with the George Grosz set, was in no mood to be impressed by von Sternberg’s efforts to apply expressionistic touches to this modest yarn about small-time Chicago hoods. Hecht knew about Chicago hoods, and he knew about Das Kabinett des Dr. Caligari; to him, the Austrian von Sternberg was a poseur with a monocle: “There are thousands like that guy playing chess on Avenue A.”19


Later on, Hecht would boast that Underworld (1927) was “the first gangster movie to bedazzle the movie fans, and there were no lies in it.” No lies, that is, except “half a dozen sentimental touches” put in there by von Sternberg: “I still shudder remembering one of them. My head villain, Bull Weed, after robbing a bank, emerged with a suitcase full of money and paused in the crowded street to notice a blind beggar and give him a coin—before making his getaway.” At the time, Hecht was indeed furious, but von Sternberg has his own tart recollection of the film:




The discerning Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences bestowed one of their gilt statuettes on Mr. Ben Hecht for the best film of the year, and he must have been so overcome with this that he forgot to mention that he had requested that his name be expunged. He failed to show embarrassment of any sort, though he had previously stated in the presence of the press that when he saw the film he felt about to vomit, his exact words being as quoted in print: “I must rush home at once. I think it’s mal de mer.”20





Although neither would have cared to admit it, Underworld was for each of them a crucial film. It rescued von Sternberg’s career, after a number of commercial flops, gaining him useful kudos as the initiator of Hollywood’s first gangster-movie cycle. Hecht shared these kudos, but more important, he got from Underworld his first taste of directorial authority, of having to accommodate and compromise. It made him think. Since Hecht was nobody’s subordinate, he devised a set of skillful counterploys, which eventually turned him into the highest-paid screenwriter in town. The Hecht line, as it evolved, ran roughly as follows: Since Hollywood was essentially, inherently lunatic, it didn’t matter what one did there so long as the rewards were correspondingly insane. By not having any qualms or pretensions, by not caring about screen credits or critical acclaim, Hecht was able to turn himself into an indispensable script-fixer, the man you called on in an emergency, the man who delivered, took the cash, and walked away. As we will see, Hecht cared more for the movies, and put more of himself into them, than he pretended. The fact remains, though, that he is now most famous in the film histories for (a) the huge amounts of money he earned and (b) the terrible things he said about the people he earned it from: “Hollywood held the lure … tremendous sums of money for work that required no more effort than a game of pinochle”; “Movies are one of the bad habits that have corrupted our century. They have slipped into the American mind more misinformation in one evening than the Dark Ages could muster in a decade”; “A movie is never any better than the stupidest man connected with it”; “The movies are an eruption of trash that has lamed the American mind and retarded Americans from becoming cultured people.”21 The list could be continued. But here perhaps we should remember Hecht’s Dadaist beginnings and the occasion when he and the poet Maxwell Bodenheim got paid one hundred dollars to address a pretentious Chicago literary club:




When the evening arrived, Hecht walked to the foot of the stage and announced that the topic of debate would be—“Resolved: That people who attend literary debates are imbeciles.” He scanned the audience in silence. At last he said, “I shall take the affirmative. The affirmative rests.” He motioned to Bodenheim, who after an equally dramatic pause, intoned, “I guess you win.” The pair beat their way out the back a hundred dollars richer.22
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In the year of Underworld, F. Scott Fitzgerald made his first trip to Hollywood. He came not in the spirit of Mankiewicz and Hecht, although like them he thought the work would be child’s play. “At that time I had been generally acknowledged for several years as the top American writer both seriously and, as far as prices went, popularly. I … was confident to the point of conceit…. I honestly believed that with no effort on my part I was a sort of magician with words—an odd delusion on my part when I had worked so desperately hard to develop a hard, colorful prose style.” He was doing Hollywood a favor, to be sure, but he also had serious ambitions: after the commercial failure of The Great Gatsby, he had spoken more than once about using Hollywood to subsidize his novels. When he received the call from United Artists to write “a fine modern college story,” he didn’t even bother to check with his agent before accepting.


Fitzgerald had had earlier dealings with Hollywood, but he had never been there. Two stories from This Side of Paradise had been filmed, and in 1922 there had been a screen version of The Beautiful and Damned. In 1926, a stage adaptation of Gatsby (directed by George Cukor) had been successful in New York, and it had been followed in the same year by a film treatment, of which Zelda wrote: “It’s ROTTEN and awful and terrible and we left.” Terrible it may have been, but was not Gatsby something that Fitzgerald had given to the screen? And had not Ring Lardner said of the stage version: “Every now and then one of Scott’s lines would pop out and hit you in the face and make you wish that he had done the adaptation himself.” Fitzgerald is hardly to be blamed for believing that his magic gift might bring a mysterious new luster to the business of screenwriting.


Hollywood, at any rate, gave him a big-star’s welcome. He was installed in a suite at the Ambassador Hotel, and the columnists lined up to interview this new contestant in “the Hollywood game of authors.” The film he was to write was to be called Lipstick; it would star Constance Talmadge, and for her Fitzgerald would create “one of his blonde, reckless, wilful and irresponsible girls.” Of Talmadge in real life, Fitzgerald was said to have said: “Constance Talmadge is the epitome of young sophistication. She is the deft princess of lingerie—and love—plus humor. She is Fifth Avenue and diamonds and Cattleya orchids and Europe every year…. She is the flapper de luxe.”23


A similar weakness for hyperbole marked the Fitzgeralds’ conduct as they settled in to the Hollywood social round, and several celebrated “Scott and Zelda” horror stories issue from this 1927 adventure. There is the Sam Goldwyn party story (S and Z, not invited, turned up on their hands and knees and barked until they were let in), the “ladies’ purses” story (S and Z, out to tea, collected all the ladies’ purses, boiled them in a pot, and served them as tomato soup), and the visit to John Monk Saunders story. It seems that Zelda had decided that Saunders, a well-known screenwriter, was too successful with women and that “measures” should be taken. At four o’clock in the morning, S and Z, accompanied by the illustrator James Montgomery Flagg, roused Saunders. According to Flagg:




Saunders was in his pajamas and a Sulka dressing robe and sandals; smiling imperturbably and getting drinks as if nothing surprised him. He turned on his phonograph and we set about chatting, with the exception of Mrs. F., who in prowling around found a pair of editor’s shears and then sat down next to Saunders on a lounge, pulled open his robe and took a deep inhalation, then called: “Scott, come here. John smells lovely!”


Scott went over and sat on the other side of Saunders and they buried their noses in his manly chest. They sighed luxuriously. Then Mrs. F. remembered the shears and began gently urging her host to let her perform a quick operation on him, explaining with quiet eloquence that his earthly troubles would be over if he would submit.24





John Monk Saunders now has his joke niche in biographies of Scott Fitzgerald. In 1927, though, he was many things that Fitzgerald would have wished to be. Like Fitzgerald, Saunders was from Minnesota. Unlike Fitzgerald, he had been to Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar and had served as a pilot in the U.S. Flying Corps during World War I. At the University of Washington he had been “a brilliant student and a champion swimmer”; he was the same age as Fitzgerald (thirty-one), tall, good-looking, privately well-off, and he had made a success in Hollywood without seeming to have written anything he didn’t want to write. In 1926, Paramount had paid Saunders an unprecedented $39,000 for an unfinished novel called Wings, based on his war experience: the film version was to win the first-ever Academy Award. Both book and film were dedicated to “Those young warriors of the sky whose wings are folded about them forever.”


By the time the Fitzgeralds arrived in Hollywood, Saunders was at the peak of his glamour and celebrity but was modest with it. Had he not, two years earlier, written—in a style possibly borrowed from Fitzgerald—“Shall I, at fifty, be a major figure or a minor figure? Shall I go up like a rocket, blacken against the sky, and come down like a dead stick? Or shall I go up at all?” Even without the evidence of Flagg’s anecdote, we might guess that Fitzgerald would have studied the Saunders phenomenon with some unease. In a Fitzgerald novel, such a character would have been doomed.


And so it was with Saunders. He went on to write two more successful air force pictures—The Dawn Patrol (1930) and The Last Flight (1931). He stayed on in Hollywood (he married the King Kong actress, Fay Wray), but during the 1930s his career declined. He was securely typecast as a “flying” writer, and his screenwriting formula (“Action is the thing. Action! Action! Action!”) had been shaped by silent movies. Titles like The Eagle and the Hawk, West Point of the Air, and Devil Dogs of the Air give an idea of the kind of work he was offered, and none of these scored a success. By 1938, his marriage destroyed, according to Fay Wray, by his fondness for “drinking and narcotics,” Saunders crossed paths with Fitzgerald once again. Fitzgerald, on his third trip to Hollywood, was put to work on Saunders’s story for A Yank at Oxford. Two years later, both men died, aged forty-four. Fitzgerald’s drink-induced heart attack is now thought of as one of Hollywood’s most famous, or infamous, deaths. Saunders, six months earlier, had hanged himself in a Florida beach cottage, using the cord from his robe.


The Fitzgeralds’ 1927 Hollywood adventure lasted eight weeks and was not counted a success. Fitzgerald’s script for Lipstick was turned down as “weak,” and Zelda got inflamed with jealousy over her husband’s infatuation with the young film actress Lois Moran (later used as the model for Rosemary Hoyt in Tender Is the Night). Moran, incidentally, arranged for Fitzgerald to have a screen test—which he also failed. Accounts of Lipstick make it sound a rather silly affair, to do with flappers and Princeton undergraduates, with unfilmable lines such as the one in which the heroine is described as “so lonesome that she [tries] to look as if she hopes no-one will speak to her.” Its refusal by United Artists cost Fitzgerald a big payday: the deal had been that he would get $3,500 for writing the script and a further $12,000 if it was accepted. Scott and Zelda were well out of pocket—they had spent far more in Hollywood than he had earned.


But there were gains. It was during his 1927 visit that Fitzgerald met the Last—or, some would say, the first—Tycoon. Irving Thalberg, already viewed as “Hollywood’s supreme wunderkind,” was two years younger than Fitzgerald and also marked for early death (he had a congenital heart complaint). Thalberg conformed to none of the tycoon stereotypes, except in his dedication to huge profits. He was slender, frail, and solemn, and spoke magisterially but with sensitivity about matters of taste and prestige; he read books, he philosophized, and he had a formidably complete faith in his own moviemaking instincts: “I, more than any single person in Hollywood, have my finger on the pulse of America. I know what people will do and what they won’t do.”25


But Thalberg wielded his considerable power unsentimentally. It was Thalberg who recalled Ben-Hur from Rome; it was Thalberg who tamed von Stroheim; it was Thalberg who, when told that you couldn’t have a moonlit seaside scene in a film that was meant to be set in Paris, repelled all argument with the edict: “We can’t cater to a handful of people who know Paris.” Tales about Thalberg are usually recounted in a tone of what might be called qualified awe. Fitzgerald in 1927 seems to have been straightforwardly mesmerized. Meeting Thalberg by chance one day in the MGM commissary, he not only sat through the following speech but remembered it well enough, ten years later, to incorporate it in The Last Tycoon:




Scottie, supposing there’s got to be a road through a mountain—a railroad, and two or three surveyors and people come to you and you believe some of them and some of them you don’t believe, but all in all, there seem to be half a dozen possible roads through those mountains, each one of which, so far as you can determine, is as good as the other. Now suppose you happen to be the top man, there’s a point where you don’t exercise the faculty of judgment in the ordinary way, but simply the faculty of arbitrary decision. You say, “Well, I think we will put the road there,” and you trace it with your finger and you know in your secret heart, and no one else knows that you have no reason for putting the road there rather than in several other different courses, but you’re the only person that knows that you don’t know why you’re doing it and you’ve got to stick to that and you’ve got to pretend that you know and that you did it for specific reasons, even though you’re utterly assailed by doubts at the time as to the wisdom of your decision, because all these other possible decisions keep echoing in your ear. But when you’re planning a new enterprise on a grand scale, the people under you mustn’t ever know or guess that you’re in any doubt, because they’ve all got to have something to look up to and they mustn’t ever dream that you’re in doubt about any decision.





A year later, this same decisionmaker would pronounce that “talking pictures are just a passing fad.” Presumably, on this occasion also, no one dreamed that Thalberg was in any doubt.


Fitzgerald would return to Hollywood four years later, this time with Thalberg as his boss. In the meantime, he was happy enough to quit this place of “almost hysterical egotism and excitability.” According to legend, he and Zelda, on their last day, piled all the furniture in the middle of their hotel room and then crowned this edifice with a sheaf of unpaid bills. Back East again, they were welcomed in salty New York style by H. L. Mencken: “Thank God you have escaped alive! I was full of fears for you. If Los Angeles is not the one authentic rectum of civilization, then I am no anatomist. Any time you want to go out again and burn it down, count me in.”26
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