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            ‘A relatively normal life’

         

         Stanley Kubrick and his films are part of the cultural consciousness. He is written about endlessly and thought about even more. Scholarly books on his work are abundant. International conferences are held. References and allusions appear in everything from The Simpsons and television commercials to those planted in other people’s films. Enormous crowds have visited a travelling museum installation based on his work. Films about his films appear on YouTube. Taschen has released several glossy picture books featuring his work. The fashion house Gucci recreated costumes and sets from Kubrick films to show off their collection in 2022. In 2024, director and writer Armando Iannucci created a stage version of Dr. Strangelove. The very titles of his films have become cultural markers. There is a reason for so much interest. His films endure, not only because they are cinematic masterpieces, but also because their maker was such an enigma. A famously private family man – though never the recluse of legend – he could be obsessive, controlling, and dictatorial, but at the same time he was funny, warm, generous, giving, and receptive to the ideas of others. ‘I lead a relatively normal life,’ he said. If ‘normal’ means producing extraordinary art created by making extraordinary demands on himself.

         Stanley Kubrick was never not making a film. As much as we bemoan that there were only thirteen completed features, there were dozens of projects throughout his life to which he devoted his extraordinary attention. He was continually looking for the story that would spark his cinematic imagination, but they were few and far between. To get to the few and far, he had to go through the near at hand, through pulp fiction by Jim Thompson, stories of the Civil War and an Icelandic saga, science fiction, the Holocaust, World War II, Napoleon, and Viennese fin-de-siècle quasi-erotic fiction by Stefan Zweig, and always Arthur Schnitzler. 2Kubrick was never idle. If he called a friend or co-worker – and he was always calling people, almost always to get some information – who said they were on vacation, his response was ‘Why?’ Why would someone want time off from thinking about films? He loved that part, the thinking and planning and then the construction of a story: pre-production and editing. The actual process of filming was only ‘necessary’.

         He was always in love with the planning of a film, even when he wasn’t making one. During the 1990s, a long stretch when no films appeared between Full Metal Jacket and Eyes Wide Shut, he was in fact planning two major projects, a film about the Holocaust to be called Aryan Papers and a science-fiction film called A.I. Artificial Intelligence. Why they never got made, or in the case of A.I., not by Kubrick, is part of our story; as are the formative years when he watched every film he could find in his neighbourhood in the Bronx or at the Museum of Modern Art. MoMA especially was the home of retrospectives of foreign cinema that supplemented the Hollywood fare he could see at the Loew’s Paradise or other neighbourhood theatres. Invariably, he believed, even as a youngster, that he could make a better film than the one he had just watched. This was more than juvenile hubris. When he actually came to making films, he was right.

         Those early years were incredibly busy. First, as an adolescent photographer for Look magazine, taking pictures of celebrities, ordinary people, and life on the streets of New York and other cities. Then as a documentary film-maker, during which he made his first war film, Fear and Desire, and got it distributed. Nothing was stopping him then, except money, though he always got funding one way or another, and when he didn’t he teamed up with a producer, James B. Harris, in the mid-1950s, which made finding money and properties somewhat easier. There were many films in the 1950s – Fear and Desire, Killer’s Kiss, The Killing, Paths of Glory, Spartacus – and even more potential films, story ideas, scripts in development, and projects aborted. The output continued, though it showed signs of slowing during the 1960s – Lolita, Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, 2001: A Space Odyssey; slowing more in the 1970s – A Clockwork Orange (but not Napoleon, which never got made), Barry Lyndon, The Shining 3(released in 1980); and in the 1980s only Full Metal Jacket. Then nothing – despite extensive pre-production on Aryan Papers and A.I. – until Eyes Wide Shut.

         From A Clockwork Orange on, Warner Bros all but guaranteed that whatever Kubrick offered them would be financed and distributed; there was no rush to produce. Given Kubrick’s working methods and the amount of labour that went into the production, and given his advancing age, he was somewhat less driven. He was researching, preparing, if not actually shooting a film. There is a difference here between wanting to and needing to. Financially secure and, more important for him, domestically secure, not wanting or needing public display, Stanley Kubrick was free to be at home, work at home, tend to his family and pets, and to the films he had made, and to think, read, and prepare for the films he wanted to make. There were certainly disappointments. The amount of preparation for Napoleon, the film he was planning after 2001: A Space Odyssey, was staggering; its cancellation, if not devastating, still had its effect. Maybe the violence of A Clockwork Orange, made on the rebound, is in part an expression of the anger that Kubrick felt at the loss of his pet project. He worked for years on A.I., trying to get the perfect script and hoping that computer-generated imagery (CGI) would be equal to his needs. Aryan Papers, his Holocaust project, came close to production. Until it didn’t.

         For Kubrick, getting a film finished was only part of the work. He was deeply engaged in each film’s promotion and distribution. He was particularly concerned about 2001: A Space Odyssey. Hurt and confused by the walkouts that occurred during its premiere screenings, he came back and trimmed some twenty minutes from the film, including some of the sequence in which astronaut Poole jogs to the Adagio of Khachaturian’s Gayane ballet around the centrifuge that makes up the centre of the spaceship Discovery. Even the few minutes he let stand constitute one of the most lyrical passages in film history. Orson Welles once commented that, during editing, a film-maker should look at his favourite images and cut them. ‘When I’m editing,’ Kubrick told Gene Siskel, ‘my identity changes from that of a writer or a director to that of an editor. I am no longer concerned with how much time or money 4it cost to shoot a given scene. I cut everything to the bone and get rid of anything that doesn’t contribute to the total effect of the film.’ This attentiveness, indeed ruthlessness, to what should be the finished product has led some to believe that the release print of Eyes Wide Shut was not finished, that Kubrick died before he could make changes small and large that might have altered the film. In fact, the Kubrick family – his brother-in-law and executive producer Jan Harlan, his wife Christiane, along with his long-time assistant Leon Vitali – attempted to follow Kubrick’s instructions to the letter in fixing the music track and working on the colour grading that the director had left incomplete.

         ‘Incomplete’ was not in Kubrick’s vocabulary, not in the very make-up of his intellect. Everything had to be complete and therefore attended to, even after a film was finished to his satisfaction. For him, a film was a living, organic thing. He was forever tinkering with his films, including their transfer to video. The editing of 2001: A Space Odyssey took place after it appeared in theatres. He closely followed his film’s distribution patterns, instructing projectionists on how to exhibit them. He insisted that the walls of a New York theatre be repainted for the screening of A Clockwork Orange. He was active, always, and yet he seemed to disappear. During the quiet period of the 1990s, when he was busy with A.I., Aryan Papers, and, finally, Eyes Wide Shut, he vanished from the public eye. A man claiming to be Kubrick made the rounds of the pubs of London. A double. Kubrick was fascinated by the uncanniness of doubles, and they appear in various guises in his films. Now he had a real one.

         The ‘mad recluse’ was, of course, a myth drummed up by the British tabloids, frustrated by their lack of access, and promulgated by crazy conspiracy theorists and various others who could not quite fathom the reality of a celebrity who chose to live out of the public eye. But Kubrick, always the image-maker, did little to dispel these images. Kubrick’s withdrawal from the public eye occurred in his late middle age. From his adolescence through to his fifties, he was engaged with the world. From 1946 to 1950, he was a staff photographer for Look magazine and travelled around the United States, and once to Portugal, taking pictures. Once he made the transition to film-maker, he moved back and forth 5from New York to Los Angeles, to Germany for the making of Paths of Glory. There were also brief excursions to Mexico. He settled in Los Angeles for the duration of Spartacus, other than a trip to Spain to shoot its grand-finale battle scenes. The trauma of that production, where he had to fight for a modicum of control, plus the battle with the censors over his next film, sent him and his producer James B. Harris to England for Lolita. This began almost a decade of travelling back and forth from London to Los Angeles and New York. All of Kubrick’s films from Lolita on would be made in England, and he bought a house at Abbots Mead, Hertfordshire, near the Elstree studios, in 1965. He and the family still travelled to New York during the post-production and exhibition of 2001: A Space Odyssey in the late 1960s, and made a brief sojourn to Ireland for the filming of Barry Lyndon in 1975, until scared off by the IRA. In 1978, they finally settled in the huge Childwickbury Manor in Hertfordshire where Kubrick died in 1999, and where Christiane remains to this day. Kubrick travelled to Freiburg with Christiane and his brother-in-law Jan Harlan for their mother’s birthday in 1984, and he went with Jan to the Netherlands to scout locations for the never made Aryan Papers in the early nineties. But that was it. Once settled, surrounded by family and many dogs and cats, the world came to Kubrick; he no longer had to go out to the world. England offered him a freer intellectual life; as an expatriate, he could make up his own rules. One of the great advantages of being a foreigner was that he was not expected to know what he should be conforming to.

         Kubrick and his films were always part of the world in which they were made. He was formed by his childhood moviegoing in the 1940s and his photography at Look. He read widely and watched movie after movie. He took courses at the City College of New York. He sat in on lectures at Columbia University given by the likes of Lionel Trilling and Moses Hadas, studying contemporary and classical literature. Columbia professor Mark van Doren wrote him a letter in praise of his first feature, Fear and Desire. But in the late 1940s, many of these instructors were already becoming old school, though Lionel Trilling continued to be an influential voice. In the post-war world in which Kubrick came of age, political culture, indeed culture and the arts at large, were changing 6rapidly – the first for the worse, the second in exciting new directions.

         The end of World War II, the defeat of Nazism, and the dropping of atomic bombs on Japan did not lead to a joyous revival of the American spirit. Quite the contrary: anxiety reigned, communism rapidly replaced fascism as a global enemy, and malignant political forces took shape. The death of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, memorialized by Kubrick in his photo of a sad-faced newspaper seller surrounded by papers announcing FDR’s death – the photograph that got Kubrick his job at Look – ended years of liberal government. Joseph McCarthy decided that he could jump-start his political career by going after communists. He never actually found any – there weren’t that many to find – but managed to roil the government and the nation into something like an anti-communist frenzy that infiltrated every part of the national discourse.

         In Hollywood, the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC), having failed to excite anti-communist hysteria in the 1930s, returned in 1947, and did. The circus had come to town, and the ageing, mostly Jewish studio heads, thrown off balance by union agitation spoiling their sense of calm and control, worried that their talent had turned against them, allowed the antisemites of HUAC to wreak havoc. The blacklist, the jailing of the ten ‘unfriendly’ witnesses, threw the film community into turmoil and turned those who named names and those who defied the Committee against one another. Some lost their careers forever. Others, like the blacklisted and jailed Dalton Trumbo, managed to make a comeback and would loom large in Kubrick’s history at the end of the 1950s. Kubrick always denied interest in contemporary politics, but politics writ large was always on his mind. He brushed against realpolitik in the making of Spartacus and faced it squarely in Dr. Strangelove, but otherwise, his political interests lay in the effects of power and class: hence his fascination with Napoleon and his examination of class in warfare in Paths of Glory, state power in A Clockwork Orange, domestic politics in The Shining, and class and sexual politics in Eyes Wide Shut. ‘Never, ever go near power,’ he told Christiane, his wife and partner of over forty years. ‘Don’t become friends with anyone who has real power. It’s dangerous.’ But Kubrick himself had a great deal of 7power as a film-maker whose work dealt with questions of power and the damage it causes.

         There was much going on in the post-war churn, in the face of, even despite, the anti-communist pall that hung over the culture. The arts were thriving. J. D. Salinger, whose private life is sometimes compared to Kubrick’s, Norman Mailer, and Saul Bellow wrote their first novels. Allen Ginsburg wrote Howl in the mid-1950s; Jack Kerouac published On the Road in 1957. The New York School of abstract expressionist painters, Willem de Kooning, Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Robert Motherwell, as well as the New York School of poets, including John Ashbery, Kenneth Koch, Frank O’Hara, and Ted Berrigan, enlivened and energized the art and literary worlds. Science-fiction literature, led by Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury, Robert A. Heinlein, and Theodore Sturgeon filled popular pulp magazines. Journals like the progressive Dissent and more hard-line Commentary thrived. There was a surge in literary and cultural criticism, led by Lionel Trilling, Alfred Kazin, Irving Howe, and other New York intellectuals. Music, too, was undergoing rapid change. Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis and others were developing bebop, better known as modern jazz. Rock and roll was being born when Detroit disc jockey Alan Freed came to New York and played what used to be called ‘race music’.

         And film. Almost as soon as he was sentient, Kubrick fell in love with images, still and moving. He swamped his brain with them. He saw movies of all kinds from all countries. He trained himself by watching. What he saw rarely impressed him. Many times, he said he could make a film better than the one he just saw. And he did – eventually. And yet he watched and watched. Early on, he would have seen the great awakening of film in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Although the anti-communist purge was particularly tough on post-war Hollywood film-making, surprising new talent emerged: Joseph Losey, Nicholas Ray, and Samuel Fuller, all of whose films Kubrick would have seen, along with those of the old masters, Alfred Hitchcock, John Ford, Fred Zinnemann, William Wyler, Orson Welles. He would have seen Abraham Polonsky’s extraordinary Force of Evil, which played at the Loew’s Paradise near his home in 1948. The same year saw the release of Jules Dassin’s The Naked City. 8Kubrick took photographs on set during the production of that film and this experience would influence his early gangster films. The post-war period saw a boom in science fiction and although Kubrick claimed he did not see the major films of the decade until Arthur C. Clarke urged him to do so, he probably saw some of them when they played their first run. These films, and his response to them, laid the ground for 2001: A Space Odyssey, the film Kubrick vowed would transcend the genre. And it did, even while drawing on those films he claimed to hate.

         Fear and Desire, Kubrick’s first feature, his first war film, was distributed by Joseph Burstyn, who, with his partner, Arthur Mayer, distributed Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City and Paisà, and Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves – extraordinarily influential films that introduced Italian neorealism and location-shooting to US film-makers just after World War II. In 1952, Burstyn became famous in film-making and legal circles by winning a Supreme Court decision voiding the New York censorship of Rossellini’s short film Il Miracolo (The Miracle). In the face of massive protests of blasphemy, and the film’s censorship by the New York Board of Regents, the Court made a free-speech decision that marked the beginning of the end of the Production Code. For Stanley Kubrick, these were signal events in the development of his awareness of foreign cinema in the US. They were not the first films from Europe to be distributed in the US, but they heralded a steady flow from Ingmar Bergman to Federico Fellini and Michelangelo Antonioni, reaching a high point with the films of the French New Wave in the 1960s, in particular those of François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, and Eric Rohmer.

         The influence of neorealism and the New Wave cannot be overstated. These films changed the look and the techniques of American movie-making. On the most superficial level, they moved more and more shooting outside the studio and into the streets; but more subtly, the composition of images became looser, editing more elliptical and somewhat less dependent on straightforward continuity. The direction of one of the key films of the American new wave, Bonnie and Clyde in 1967, was offered to Truffaut and Godard before being turned over to Arthur Penn, who adapted several New Wave techniques in its making. Kubrick knew these films and responded to them in his unique way. His 9tastes and influences were wide and inclusive. In a 1963 interview, he ranked Federico Fellini’s I Vitelloni – a film about a group of over-the-hill layabouts in a dismal Italian town – along with Ingmar Bergman’s Wild Strawberries and Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane among his favourites. He would later add Woody Allen’s films, especially Radio Days, his film about growing up in New York, and Krzysztof Kieślowski’s Dekalog, the Polish director’s short films based loosely on the Ten Commandments. Above all, he loved the films of Max Ophüls, the German director whose sweeping camera movements and adaptations of Viennese and German literature made a lasting impression.

         Kubrick’s early, informal film-schooling, outside of neighbourhood theatres and Manhattan art houses, was in the avant-garde and documentary tradition at the City College of New York. Kubrick attended CCNY in the mid-1940s when the College already had a long history of alternative film-schooling and film-making. Its influence can be seen throughout his films, which reveal a pull between the commercial and the experimental, the ‘realistic’ and the surreal. ‘Experimental’ in the sense that every one of them tries out new techniques, new formal strategies, and new narrative possibilities. Although there are stylistic traits discernible from film to film, and despite the continuous return to the war genre, Kubrick never rested on a simple visual or narrative formula. Each film is distinctive. Each film is recognizably Kubrickian. The striking imagery, the Kafkaesque sense of dread more or less evident in each film, and the pessimism about human perfectibility are themselves constants, though constantly rethought and reseen. This attention to formal experimentation, Kubrick’s consistent demand that his audience notice the subtleties of his films, and the tension in those films between the experimental and the commercial, place Kubrick in a complex relationship to the modernist project.

         The movies were born before the turn of the twentieth century, just as post-impressionism was becoming a dominant form in painting and naturalism was taking shape in literature. These were the seeds of the modernist movement that would bloom in the early part of the new century with, among so many others, the works of Kubrick’s favourite, Franz Kafka, as well as James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot, and 10the twelve-tone music system of Arnold Schoenberg. Symbolism, surrealism, Dada – so many new styles and aesthetic passions spreading throughout the arts, reaching into the 1950s with abstract expressionism in painting. Modernism’s focus on form, on the available materials of art to represent themselves rather than extraneous content, led to painting losing its referential subject matter – a concentration on colour, line, and the picture plane of the canvas rather than a figure or landscape – and the abandonment of traditional perspective; a concentration on the mathematics of music composition as opposed to traditional harmonic melodies; the foregrounding of language in poetry and literature, leading James Joyce to invent an essentially new version of English. And allusion. The modernist universe was self-referential, art was elevated above the world, and it was that world and its references that made up the struts that held up the work of art.

         Movies were part of both modernity and modernism. They were born of the mechanical inventions of the nineteenth century; their images depicted the immediacy of movement through time and space, an illusion of presence and a nearness of distance. The Lumière brothers’ L’arrivée d’un train en gare de La Ciotat (The Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat Station) employed perspective and applied it to the moving image, using it to create a fearsome sense of looming danger. But, as they matured, movies soothed as well as excited. They created comedic laughter and melodramatic tears, spaces in the dark for dreaming awake. Though movies were a function of modernity and modernism, they were in constant contention with both.

         When Stanley Kubrick was born in 1928, sound film was barely a year old, and not all films were making use of the new technology. Buster Keaton and Sergei Eisenstein were pushing against the formal barriers of the medium, while Charlie Chaplin leant on sentimentality. Literary modernism flourished. The Waste Land and Ulysses appeared in 1922, though Finnegans Wake would not appear until 1939. Freud wrote Civilization and Its Discontents in 1930. Kafka’s work began to appear in English in the 1930s. From the teens into the thirties, Dada and surrealism moved through the Paris art world and infiltrated cinema – Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dalí’s L’Âge d’Or appeared in 1930 – and the 11Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) was pushing against expressionism in Germany and influencing German cinema. While high modernism peaked in the 1950s with the abstract expressionist movement in the United States, especially in New York, modernity itself climaxed with the Holocaust and the atomic bomb.

         Kubrick embraced modernity – the last of the high modernists, scholar James Naremore called him. He came of age with avant-garde cinema and movies imported from Europe. He breathed the air of aesthetic experimentation, Freudianism, existentialism, and jazz. From the moment he gave up his still camera for a movie camera, he sought innovation in film after film. His photography for Look, in which he tried many approaches, was limited by what the magazine demanded, but his film-making was rarely so. He developed certain stylistic traits: for example, employing deep space, often with a hard perspective point that holds both characters and viewers tightly in an uncanny framing (in contrast to the looser framing practised by the New Wave film-makers). He moved his camera with a breathtaking fluidity in Paths of Glory. He uses hard, direct lighting, often flaring a light through the camera lens, except in Barry Lyndon, where he lit scenes entirely by candlelight, or in Eyes Wide Shut, where he pushed exposure speed to create an uneasy darkness. He moved easily from the near-mystical meditation of 2001: A Space Odyssey to the brutality of A Clockwork Orange to the ceremonial pictorialness of Barry Lyndon to the dread-filled world of The Shining, the harshness of Full Metal Jacket, and the dreamscape of Eyes Wide Shut. No film the same; each connected to the one before.

         His films are an ongoing act of exploration, a modernist’s urge to make it new, to make cinema yield its possibilities. There is a restlessness in the films that reflects the inquisitiveness of Kubrick’s mind, perhaps made possible only because of the quiet order of his domestic and interior life. He lived the second part of that life out of the mainstream of celebrity; he created from the force of deep reading, exploration, and intellectual curiosity, bringing to a production a prepared mind open to the moment and embedded in the possibilities of the cinematic act. Beginning in the busy art and literary world of New York and the movie-making frenzy of Los Angeles, then decamping to the quiet of 12the British countryside and the security of his family, he created what must be ranked as the most extraordinary films of the twentieth century.

         Our biography follows the arc of his life, from busy young man to the outwardly comfortable and inwardly driven maturity of an artist who had nothing and everything to prove, constantly searching for the perfect story to tell and always seeking the absolute right way to tell it. Sometimes the drive for perfection caused a project to fail to reach production, and the films that were made rarely met with unanimous critical or even commercial success on their first outing; but they grew and grew in esteem, in effect outliving themselves and, ultimately, their creator. There may be too few of them, but those we have reflect Stanley Kubrick’s quest for the perfect image, the perfect camera movement, the story of men who reach too high and fall, sometimes gracelessly, sometimes alone, in a world hostile to their striving yet luminous to the eye and challenging to the mind.
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            ‘From oddball to intriguing misfit’

1928–1945

         

         Stanley Kubrick was born on 26 July 1928, a year before the catastrophe of the Great Depression. Penicillin was discovered that year, and the first trans-Pacific flight was made. Japan broke off relations with China, following its attacks on the mainland, presaging the Pacific conflict of World War II. In Germany, the Social Democrats won a majority in the Reichstag. Hitler, recently released from jail, began his consolidation of power over the Nazi party. In the arts, as we’ve seen, modernism was flourishing. But these were distant events for the baby born in the Lying-In Hospital on Second Avenue in Manhattan, a plain and ‘awkward pile of grey stone’, but one of the finest maternity hospitals in New York, where Stanley’s father could provide the best medical care for his pregnant wife. Sadie Gertrude (Gert) Kubrick, née Perveler, was housed in a comfortable, light, airy ward on one of the building’s upper floors. His father Jack L. (it was never clear if the L stood for Leonard or Leon), alternately known as Jacques or Jacob, was a successful and respected neighbourhood doctor with a practice on the ground floor of a new building on the corner of Courtlandt Avenue and 158th Street in the Bronx. He also took up a residency at Morrisania City Hospital, also in the Bronx, specializing in otolaryngology.

         It was an ordinary birth to a relatively well-to-do Jewish couple, auspicious only in how the baby would grow up. At this moment, all thoughts were on the baby boy (he would have a sister, Barbara Mary, born six years later on 21 May 1934), whose parents had become successful in ways that so many immigrants had hoped for. Like most Jewish families, Stanley’s family came from central and eastern Europe as part of the large wave of immigrants who migrated to the United States between 1881 and 1910. Their forebears, his grandparents, came from Probużna in Galicia, now modern-day Ukraine. Jacob Cubrick (as 14his name was spelt on his birth certificate) was born on 21 May 1902 to Elias Kubrik from Galicia, Poland, and Romania, and his second wife, Rosa Spiegelblatt, from Galicia. Rosa was already pregnant with Jacob when they arrived at Ellis Island. Once in the US, they lived on East Houston Street, near the knishery and bakery of Yonah Schimmel, which was lovingly recreated by Kubrick in Eyes Wide Shut. Both parents took up the rag trade as tailors and clothes-makers. Gert’s mother, Celia Siegel, had been born in 1881, in Austria. Gert’s father, Samuel Perveler, a waiter, had also been born in Austria in 1875. In 1902, Samuel and Celia wed in New York City where Gert and her two younger brothers, David and Martin, were raised. Martin later moved to California where he became an enormously successful pharmacist with a chain of stores. His success would allow him to finance Kubrick’s first feature film.

         Jack did not follow his parents in the rag trade, pursuing a medical education at the New York Homeopathic Medical College and Flower Hospital on York Avenue and 63rd Street instead. He graduated in 1927, one of the 2,069 Jewish doctors to do so that year in the US. He married Gert in a Jewish ceremony the same year. But after their marriage, they did not keep a particularly Jewish household, and Stanley did not have a religious upbringing. He had limited exposure to Yiddish and Hebrew and was not bar-mitzvahed. The religion itself and its practice seemed alien, foreign, not really American as understood by an ambitious Bronx teenager more interested in music, photography, chess, girls, and sports than in Torah study. Stanley said that he was not really a Jew, he just happened to have two Jewish parents. But there was some nostalgia for his ethnic roots, at least as expressed through the movies. He loved Woody Allen’s 1987 portrait of Jews in New York City in the late 1930s and early 1940s in Radio Days, identifying with the little boy Joe. ‘He knew the taste and smell of everything in this film. His parents were more sophisticated than the family portrayed in the film, but Stanley felt so at home with the “drama” and the language used,’ said his future brother-in-law, Jan Harlan.

         Stanley’s parents were trim, upright, and good-looking. Native-born, they were stylish and comfortable with the world, standing out from the other parents around them, many of whom were first-generation 15immigrants. Early snapshots from the time show a prosperous middle-class family. Jack and Gert had college educations, spoke English well, and were cultured and wealthy enough to line their house with books, as would Stanley later in life. Unlike his peers, Jack was particularly well read. He was conservative and ‘a worrier’, according to Stanley’s wife, Christiane. As a doctor, Jack was relatively unaffected by the stock market crash and subsequent Depression that caused many other Jewish families to slide into poverty.

         Stanley’s family moved around a bit, living for a while in the garment district of Manhattan and then in various Bronx apartments, including, between 1942 and 1944, an elegant building at 196 Grand Concourse, a broad, central European-styled roadway. They eventually settled in a private row house, a rarity in a borough that consisted mostly of large apartment buildings. If Stanley began to feel different, or an outsider, his relatively privileged upbringing was a source of this. ‘He was a doctor’s son who lived in a house when everyone else lived in an apartment,’ journalist Michael Herr observed in his memoir of working with Kubrick on Full Metal Jacket. Stanley told a reporter years later that he grew up as ‘a lonely child’, motivating his desire to be regular, ‘one of the boys’, who played softball. His father was wealthy enough to own a 16 mm movie camera and Jack filmed his children in both black-and-white and colour. Stanley drove his father’s Buick when most families did not even own a car. They owned a large vicious-looking Dobermann pinscher, setting up Stanley’s attachment to dogs and all manner of animals for life. The photo albums also depict a son rarely deprived of attention, care, or support. Even at that youthful age, in those sparkling yet intense eyes and his wry smile, one can see the confidence and droll sense of humour that would mark his personality and much of his later work. Stanley, as his neighbour Cliff Vogel remembered, had an ‘aquiline face [and] sharp, piercing eyes’. This ‘hypnotic, very Svengali quality’, says novelist-screenwriter Gwen Davis, an early friend of Kubrick’s, would later serve him well in Hollywood. ‘Everybody fell in love with him.’

         As befitted the eldest boy in a Jewish family, Stanley was indulged. His childhood home was an idyll over which his mother, Gert, presided with impeccable, doting competence. ‘The little Jewish boy does grow 16up to think of himself as all-cherishable,’ Alfred Kazin would write some four decades later. Gert told him he could do anything. Christiane said that Gert told her how Stanley ‘took no interest in himself as a child’. He saw himself as a grown-up. ‘He was a gifted boy, brilliant and independent, and [Gert], in her wisdom, succeeded in implanting in him a strong belief in himself.’ Stanley was close to his mother. Christiane remembered her as ‘a very lovely and very intelligent woman. His father too. I think Stanley was very much loved and admired as a child. It gave him the strength to have an enormous interest in life and be very creative. I also think he inherited from his mother the best sense of humour I have ever come across.’ Unlike so many fathers, not just the Jewish ones, who dedicated themselves to work rather than their family, Jack also took a close interest in his only son’s upbringing. His father, more silent than his mother, was still a strong presence. ‘Stanley as a child was very scared about things,’ Christiane said. ‘His father, who was a doctor, scared him. He told him far too much about medicine, so Stanley was frightened of illness and all the connecting things. Certainly, Stanley was told many medical things at far too young an age, and it drove him crazy knowing this stuff. By the time he was a teenager, he was very fearful of unreal things, as well as real things.’

         Stanley was formed by the Bronx, New York’s northernmost borough, named in 1898 after Jonas Bronck when the City of Greater New York was formed. The Grand Concourse was the lifeblood of the West Bronx. One might compare it to Paris’s Champs-Élysées or the Ringstraße of Vienna, straddling the Old World of central Europe and the New World of America. Its Art Deco elegance, grandeur, and once-aristocratic buildings may have long lost their former prestige and become shabby but, as the longest and broadest avenue in the Bronx, it was the centre of life along which various upwardly mobile immigrant and ethnic groups pursued the American dream. Along the Grand Concourse, a mixture of ethnicities fanned out. They had all chosen to move from the crowded streets and buildings of Manhattan and the other boroughs to the roomier apartments and broad avenues of the Bronx. The borough underwent rapid change in the early decades of the twentieth century and its population grew exponentially from just 17over 200,000 in the 1900s to over 1.2 million by 1930. The Bronx was teeming with ambitious and energetic Jewish, Irish, and Italian kids. Christiane described it as a ‘proud and bustling borough with a large first- and second-generation immigrant population that was determined to get ahead’. Here Stanley roamed its streets and visited its movie theatres until 1948.

         Jewish life thrived in the Bronx during the first half of the twentieth century. At its peak in 1930, the community formed approximately 49 per cent of the borough’s population. South of Tremont Avenue, the number reached 80 per cent. Most of the Jewish Bronx was of eastern European descent; many were first-generation Americans whose parents had immigrated and lived on the Lower East Side – as Gert’s parents had done – but could now afford to live in less cramped neighbourhoods with more trees and wider streets. By 1940, there were 260 registered synagogues, although Stanley probably never attended any of them. This Jewish density in the Bronx also produced some of the biggest Jewish names in show business, fashion, literature and more: designer Ralph Lauren (né Lifshitz), politician Bella Abzug, novelist E. L. Doctorow, Miss America Bess Myerson, Nobel Prize-winning chemist Robert Lefkowitz, Jules Feiffer, Carl Reiner, Calvin Klein, Edith (later Eydie) Gormé, who sang in a high-school band in which Kubrick played the drums, and Tony Curtis (né Bernie Schwartz), who would later appear in Kubrick’s Spartacus.

         The West Bronx was an oasis, a haven, in the sea of what was perhaps the most antisemitic decade in American history. Prejudice against Jews was rampant, fuelled by the Bolshevik Revolution, stoked in America by the rise of antisemitic figures like Charles Lindbergh, Henry Ford, and Father Coughlin, and their weekly hate-filled sermons on the radio and articles in the press. Jews were blamed for the Great Depression, and polls indicated that people saw Jews as greedy and dishonest, while also believing that they held too much power in the US. These were desperate years for American Jews, who witnessed several decades of increasing attacks on them from almost every major segment of society. Although many Jews benefited greatly from the New Deal – some of Roosevelt’s closest and most prominent advisers were Jews, such as Louis Brandeis, 18Felix Frankfurter, Ben Cohen, David Niles, and Sam Rosenman, coupled with the unprecedented employment opportunities for Jews in the federal government – this only served to increase the resentment. The New Deal was dubbed the ‘Jew Deal’ and doubts were even raised about FDR’s religious heritage. Images of desperate Jewish refugees from Europe seeking haven in the US unleashed a groundswell of xenophobic and antisemitic rhetoric from members of Congress and their constituents and seeped into the House Committee on Un-American Activities, which would ravage Hollywood and affect Kubrick’s film-making.

         This was an extremely formative period for young Jews, even non-practising ones like Stanley, many of whom directly experienced antisemitism. A Jewish name was a double burden during the 1930s. It not only impeded those trying to move into the American mainstream, but it also bore traces of the Old World immigrant origins from which Jewish people attempted to distance themselves. These individuals ‘bear, as on invisible frontlets, the stamp of those years on their forehead’, New York-born Jewish sociologist Daniel Bell later wrote. But, for now, the Bronx largely kept the young Stanley wrapped in a protective blanket that insulated him from this prevailing antisemitic climate. The wrapping, though, was not entirely watertight, and he told his future wife Christiane how he was beaten up as a child as part of the rivalry between Christian and Jewish gangs. He knew and experienced discrimination, of course, but matching that threat was the feeling of security emanating from his family’s sense of a Jewish community. As a nice Jewish boy from the Bronx, this would have been nothing compared to the antisemitism, racial prejudice, and segregation he witnessed first-hand as a journalist for Look, and even more when he later moved to the subtly antisemitic England in the 1960s.

         
            —————

         

         School was never young Stanley’s strong suit. Soon after his sister’s birth, he began his schooling in Public School 3 in the Bronx, before moving to Public School 90 in June 1938. Although he had an above-average IQ, his attendance record was poor. He missed as many days as he 19attended, totalling some fifty-six days (about two months) in his first semester alone. When he was in class, he disrupted the other students by repeatedly talking and was often disciplined. He had a brief spell of home tuition at age eight. Compared to the adult he would become, he was not a curious boy. Although he grew up in a house filled with books, he rarely touched them. ‘I had few intellectual interests as a child. I was a school misfit and considered … reading a book … schoolwork. And I don’t think I read a book for pleasure until after I graduated high school.’ Instead, his education came largely out of comic books, radio programmes, movies, newsreels, and baseball. His childhood reading in the 1930s was largely limited to the ‘pulps’ – the popular news-stand magazines of the era – Amazing Stories, Astounding Stories, The Shadow, G-8 and His Battle Aces, Weird Tales, and the like. Christiane said, ‘His mother told me he cried every evening when he was sent to bed, big temper tantrum, and he would then read under the blanket with a flashlight, as most children do.’ He spent most Saturdays during the winter watching 25-cent matinees in the local movie houses. In the summer he watched the New York Yankees. He would later, for an assignment for Look magazine, photograph two boys watching the game as if to recall his childhood excitement with baseball.

         He loved the streets more than he loved school. In the end he did so poorly there that, in the autumn semester of 1940, his parents pulled him out of Public School 90 and at the age of twelve sent him to stay with the Pervelers, Gert’s relatives in Pasadena, California, for two semesters. The move was intended to do the young Stanley some good both academically and socially, but one year later he returned to the Bronx with only modest improvement in his academic and social skills. But this formative moment brought Stanley into contact with California, where he was to return to make three movies – Fear and Desire, The Killing, and Spartacus. It was a place with a rich cinematic heritage and the headquarters of the major production companies and studios, including Warner Bros, the company that would fund and distribute Kubrick’s films from 1970 until he died in 1999. The visit most certainly impacted Kubrick’s imagination and his growing ‘fantasy image’ of film-making and Hollywood.20

         On his return to the Bronx, Jack introduced his son to chess, a passion that dominated Stanley’s life and influenced his work. Learning how to play and work its strategies shaped his thinking, his future film-making, and indeed how he dealt with life itself. Stanley, who later became a member of the United States Chess Federation, explained that chess helped him develop ‘patience and discipline’ in making decisions; it kept him busy during the early dry years between making movies, and sharpened his curiosity; it aided his ability to strategize, so important to his film-making. He played, semi-professionally, well into his twenties, going down to Washington Square, sometimes for twelve hours straight, playing and watching the masters take on the potzers, the amateurs who thought they were better than they were.

         At age thirteen, instead of the traditional bar mitzvah, which Stanley didn’t want, his father gave him a Graflex camera. This was a boxy affair with bellows that allowed it to unfold and extend its lens. Its viewfinder was on the top and its shutter operated with a simple click. The Graflex ‘Speed Graphic’ was favoured by journalists as a press camera, and it served Stanley well. He would, by his own account, fool around with it. ‘From the start I loved cameras,’ Stanley remembered. ‘There is something almost sensuous about a beautiful piece of equipment.’ He took it everywhere and could always be seen with it, much to Jack’s disappointment – he would much rather his son study more. A camera hobbyist himself, Jack attempted to tutor his son in some of the precepts he had learnt in photography classes, but Stanley showed little interest. ‘I want to take my own kind of pictures,’ he insisted. These early photographs were candid shots. Along with his friends Marvin Traub, Bernard Cooperman, and later Alex Singer, who became Stanley’s assistant on his early movies, Stanley’s walks were dedicated to taking pictures. He took his camera everywhere. Roaming the Bronx he was able to overcome his shyness behind the camera; he experimented with other cameras as well, and developed the negatives and the prints himself. He spent so many hours in the darkroom in Marvin’s parents’ apartment, studying photographs and watching the chemicals magically produce images on the photographic paper, that his mother was heard to complain, ‘Kubrick the nudnik [pest] is here again.’21

         Wearing a raincoat, Stanley styled himself as a street-smart news photographer from the movies, affecting ‘the image of a teenage Weegee’. Weegee was Arthur Fellig, who gained his nickname for his uncanny talent for arriving at a crime scene before the police did, as though he owned a Ouija board, and who specialized in covering crime scenes, fires, and Coney Island crowds in a bold, visceral, and trashy noir-ish style. Stanley and Marvin didn’t cover crime scenes, but, like Weegee, were fascinated by the images the streets had to offer. Kubrick would later meet Weegee on the set of Jules Dassin’s The Naked City and again when he invited him to take stills on the set of Dr. Strangelove.

         Like chess, photography was important in forming Stanley’s ways of thinking and working:

         
            I think that if you get involved in any kind of problem-solving in depth on almost anything, it is surprisingly similar to problem-solving of anything … I started out by just getting a camera and learning how to take pictures and learning how to print pictures and learning how to build a darkroom and learning how to do all the technical things and so on and so on. Then finally trying to find out how you could sell pictures and become … a professional photographer. And it was a case of, over a period of, say, from the age of thirteen to seventeen, you might say, going through step by step by myself without anyone really helping me, the problem-solving of becoming a photographer.

         

         Photography and the skills it taught him were ultimately more important to Kubrick than any formal education.

         In 1941, Stanley enrolled at the recently completed William Howard Taft High School – located at Sheridan Avenue and 172nd Street, opposite the Bronx’s Claremont Park. It was a dreary and dull building, whose academic environment was similarly drab, with an educational programme concentrating on physical education to prepare the boys for the war the US had by now entered. Despite his intelligence and growing curiosity, Stanley’s academic record was poor, and it was clearer still that he had little interest in formal learning. He was bored by the failure of most of his high-school teachers to hold his attention, much 22less ignite his imagination. He has been described as the kind of kid the teachers hated because he was inclined towards resentment of all authority. It didn’t help that he managed to be taught by the worst teachers at Taft. When he did show up for class he often came in late, daydreamed a lot, and earned C grades. He failed English once and had to make it up in summer school. He only did well in mathematics. Stanley was interested in sports – though he was not particularly good at them – and music more than in the basics of high-school education. He loved going to nearby Yankee Stadium for a ball game, and he took up the drums to express his love of jazz. Steven Marcus, who would become a professor of literature at Columbia, and who was a classmate at Taft, recalled how Stanley would pester him daily to copy his chemistry homework. When Marcus asked him why he wasn’t doing it, Stanley replied, ‘Well I’m not interested.’ Stanley says he always felt like a ‘misfit’ in high school. ‘Stanley couldn’t quite fit in. As a child, he felt a combination of, “I am smarter, more talented and better than everybody” and “I am inferior to you all because I’m not a regular kind of person.” That, I think, dominated him,’ Gerald Fried, his friend and the composer of scores for his early films, remembered. This play of contradictions would mark Stanley’s personality for the rest of his life.

         In the summer of 1944, along with his sister and cousin Paul Perveler, who would turn out, some years later, to be a notorious murderer, he attended a Jewish summer holiday camp, Camp Winneshewauka in Vermont, and acted as their official photographer. That autumn, Stanley had the chutzpah to submit a set of photographs he took in Greenwich Village to Helen O’Brien at Look magazine. It was a sign of his ambition and self-confidence that he believed his photography was of sufficient professional quality to be publishable in a leading American magazine. It was a series of photographs of a young girl accompanied by a drawing of her possibly done by Stanley’s schoolfriend Alexander Singer. Impressed with his ‘fine’ photography and ‘good’ ideas, she recommended that Stanley stay in touch.

         He became an official photographer at Taft, shooting for the student newspaper, the Taft Review. It raised his status ‘from oddball to intriguing misfit’. Stanley kept copies of the paper listing him as a staff 23photographer. Being the school photographer gained him the respect of his classmates, and also the interest of Alex Singer, a devotee of the arts, including photography and movies, who was the school intellectual, writing stories and illustrating them for the high-school magazine. The pair became lifelong friends and early collaborators. They often spent hours on the phone. ‘Stanley had a habit,’ recalls Singer, of ‘calling up late to talk about art, science, the future, technology, film, until he eventually exhausted me, and I had to hang up.’ Stanley would continue using the telephone to be in touch with friends and collaborators for hours at a time up until the end. Even then, Stanley outlasted everyone. ‘He was an absolutist. He wanted all of you.’

         Two exceptions to his dreary high-school career were Aaron Traister, his literature teacher, who captured his imagination by acting out Shakespeare’s plays. He even took pictures of Mr Traister reading and acting out Hamlet for the class. Stanley also discovered a passion for all things visual and decided to major in art. His art teacher, Herman Getter, was a painter and avant-garde film-maker. He was among a group of New York City high-school art teachers who had formed a committee on motion pictures in January 1939 to investigate methods of evaluating and using art by teaching films. In his class, Getter told the boys about the art films he had made and showed them the different techniques he employed. He explained that his photographs were art, helping to further Stanley’s curiosity, and ultimately encouraging his charge to become an art major. Getter became a lifelong influence on Stanley and the two corresponded long after Kubrick graduated from Taft. As late as 1976, Stanley wrote to Getter to tell him he had been a critical inspiration at a key time and that his art classes were among the best he’d taken at school. Getter’s tortured style and the rending apart of figures in his paintings influenced A Clockwork Orange and Eyes Wide Shut. Getter later remarked to a Kubrick biographer that his student ‘had a very interesting viewpoint … an experiment to discover new vistas, new ideas that had never been seen before. So I suddenly thought to myself, “Hell, this kid is the Picasso of cinematography.”’ His approach, said Getter, had ‘visual kinetics’, a phrase that accurately describes Stanley Kubrick’s cinematic style.24

         Spurred on by Getter, the young Stanley became a voracious devourer of the movies. ‘By the time he was a teenager, he had made it his business to see every major motion picture that the studios released (along with all the newsreels, sports shorts, serials, and trailers that he could lay his eyes on),’ his friend Michael Herr said. ‘And the more films he saw, the more confident he became. “I sat there,” he once said to an interviewer, “and I thought, well, I don’t know a goddamn thing about movies, but I know I can make a film better than that.”’

         When Stanley discovered the movies, he had no end of choices. Christiane recalls how:

         
            Stanley once said that when he was a child there seemed to be a movie house on every street corner in the Bronx … You were never far away from a cinema in the Bronx, and Stanley visited them all. Movies fascinated him from a young age and he used to say whether the picture was good, bad or indifferent, it didn’t matter, you could learn from them all.

         

         On the Grand Concourse stood the extravagant architectural delight that is Loew’s Paradise Theatre, one of the many movie palaces of the time. Four blocks to the south of Fordham Road, Stanley could escape to the avant-garde Ascot Theatre, which was among the first in New York to devote itself to foreign-language films – Yiddish, French, and later Italian. It was so non-commercial that he sometimes constituted an audience of one. There was also the RKO Fordham, just east of the Concourse, and the Valentine. For retrospective fare like the 1932 Scarface, there was the scrawny and dilapidated University Theatre. Among his favourites from those years, as he told Cinema magazine in 1963, were Citizen Kane, Roxie Hart, Henry V, and The Bank Dick. In Manhattan, there were both foreign and American films at MoMA and the Thalia, both of which became his haunts.

         Along with movies, photography, and chess, music was one of Stanley’s passions. In the early 1940s, he bought his first drum kit, most likely the Leedy drum kit, popular with school bands due to the large bass drum. While every school had a jazz programme, this usually meant big band. During his time at Taft, Stanley was a member of the assembly band, 25performing concerts between 1943 and 1944. Bandmates in the Taft Swing Band included saxophonist Shelly Gold and singer Edith ‘Eydie’ Gormé, who recalled how, because the band only got a part of his attention, Stanley lost tempo. He was also a member of the Taft Symphony Orchestra. Stanley kept this drum kit long into adult life, moving it with the family to England. In 1979, during the production of The Shining, the old drum kit was set up at his new home in Hertfordshire.

         Stanley even flirted with a career as a jazz drummer. While he abandoned this particular fantasy, his love of 1940s-era jazz music and the New York club scene never left him. Among the wide variety of New York scenes he photographed professionally, he regularly returned to jazz clubs and showgirls. A 1950 photograph shows him playing the drums with members of the George Lewis Ragtime Jazz Band of New Orleans in George Lewis’s backyard, a picture taken by music critic Joseph Roddy with Stanley’s Rolleiflex. ‘Stanley was a great swing-era jazz fan, particularly [loving] Benny Goodman,’ said Tony Frewin, his long-time assistant. ‘He had some reservations about modern jazz. I think if he had to disappear to a desert island, it’d be a lot of swing records he’d take, the music of his childhood: Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Harry James.’

         These confluent interests – sound and image – laid the foundation for a career that married both into films of exceptional power. Despite his disdain of formal education, or perhaps because of it, he developed his talents in ways that set him apart not only geographically – he left the West Coast film community early in his career – but intellectually and imaginatively. Fully formed at age sixteen, as his friend Alex Singer once said of him, Stanley Kubrick set out on an extraordinary path.
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            ‘Stan Kubrick, Photo, 1414 Shakespeare Ave., NYC’

1945–1949

         

         While the adolescent Stanley was wandering the streets of the city, snapping pictures, the world around him was changing rapidly. ‘To understand the man, you have to know what was happening in the world when he was twenty,’ wrote Stanley’s hero, Napoleon. World War II had come to an end. Germany surrendered on 8 May 1945. After two atomic bombs were dropped on Japan, that country surrendered on 2 September. Before he could fully savour his victory, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt died on 12 April. His death marked a turning point for the country and a major change in the life of Stanley Kubrick. On that same day, he came across the mournful face of a news-stand vendor surrounded by papers whose headlines announced the death of Roosevelt. Asking him to look even glummer, Stanley snapped the shot with his brand-new Kodak Monitor 620. When the photo was developed, he realized its potential value. From reading camera magazines he knew how to go about selling it, so he took the photo to the New York Daily News, a popular tabloid, but was dissatisfied with their offer. He then went to Look magazine. Started in 1937 in Des Moines, Iowa, by newspaper editors and brothers Gardner and John Cowles, a year after Henry Luce founded the more popular Life, the bi-weekly Look was a picture magazine that hoped to capture a more upmarket audience. At its peak in the mid-1950s, it sold 3.7 million per issue, mainly appealing to middle-class readers.

         This may be the reason young Stanley took his photograph to Look’s photo editor, Helen O’Brien – his second attempt to interest her in his photos. This time, though, she was interested and passed him on to Jack Guenther, the magazine’s managing editor. The photograph earned him $25 and was published as ‘Newsvendor reacting to the death of Franklin D Roosevelt’ on 26 June 1945. This first sale began an association with 27Look that lasted over four years, resulting in his taking some 26,000 photographs for the magazine, images that appeared in 135 articles. These photos served as the backbone of Kubrick’s future work, and he often referred back to them in his films. That Stanley kept at least 259 contact sheets, as well as those copies of Look in which his work had appeared, shows the pride he took in his photojournalistic work. This is particularly clear in light of his later attempts to destroy every print and negative of his first feature film, Fear and Desire, a work he did not value. But at this moment, Stanley was leading a double life as a high-school student and a professional photographer, selling pictures stamped: ‘Stan Kubrick, Photo, 1414 Shakespeare Ave., NYC’.

         When high school came to an end in January 1946, Stanley graduated with an embarrassingly mediocre grade point average of 70.1. He was in the bottom quartile of his graduating class. There wasn’t any college in the US, even of the lowest calibre, that would take a student with less than a 75 average, meaning they wouldn’t even look at his application. Besides, he could not compete with the baby boomers who had a higher average and returning servicemen who were now pouring back from overseas and applying to college on the GI Bill.

         Although he stood little chance of getting into college, Jack wanted his son to have a successful career. In desperation, he tried in vain to get him into his alma mater, NYU, one of whose undergraduate schools was located in the Bronx. Knowing Stanley lacked the appropriate qualifications, Jack tried to pull strings as an alum, taking him to see the dean of students and saying, ‘This is my son and I was a student here.’ But nothing worked. No doubt Stanley’s dishevelled look, in pants that were too large, an old jacket, and uncombed hair, did not impress the dean. Despite Jack’s ambitions for his son to become a doctor, Stanley simply did not fit into an academic lifestyle. Though he didn’t want to go to college, he still hungered after education and he pursued it haphazardly. His real education was conducted on the streets of New York, as a photographer where, by his own account, ‘what I learned in that four-year period exceeded what I could have learned in school’.

         In April 1946, Stanley was signed on as a freelancer at Look and then an apprentice, becoming its youngest photographer, joining a photography 28department that included Arthur Rothstein, the famed Farm Security Administration photographer of the Depression who became Look’s director of photography in 1947, John Vachon, and Phil Harrington. Still only seventeen, he had landed a ‘fantastically good job’, a miraculous break when most of his peers went into the family business or off to college or succumbed to the draft. By the time he settled in, O’Brien was boasting that Kubrick ‘had the highest percentage of acceptances of any freelance photographer I’ve ever dealt with’. His initial starting salary as an apprentice was $50 a week, but by 1950 Stanley claimed his salary had risen to around $105 a week. Elsewhere, he said $150. Either way, he was making a substantial amount of money, particularly for such a young man. It wasn’t just the money that appealed, though. ‘The experience was invaluable to me,’ he said later. ‘Not only because I learned a lot about photography, but also because it gave me a quick education in how things happened in the world.’

         At Look, Stanley learnt to compose shots, develop storytelling techniques through images, and nurtured those nascent interests that defined his entire career. The magazine employed a system of writer–photographer teams for its production of stories and essays, setting up a working method that Stanley put to use when film-making. A core element of his craft, and a key to unlocking his later films, was honed during this time: misdirection and manipulation. Both skills were familiar to him through playing chess and hence his mind was perfectly suited to photojournalism in which the staged photograph was a staple. Stanley intuitively grasped this: the photograph of the dejected newspaper seller in his news stand was, he admitted, staged. Stanley had coaxed the vendor to adopt a disconsolate expression. At times it was almost theatrical and decorative, with Kubrick posing his models and altering his backgrounds to achieve the desired effect. ‘A Short Short in a Movie Balcony’ (16 April 1946), a series of four purportedly candid photographs, depicts a young man in a movie theatre making a pass at the young woman sitting beside him, who rebukes him for his impertinence. The man is slapped in the face for his discourtesy. The whole event was set up – the cinema was closed, the man (Bernard Cooperman) and woman were Stanley’s friends and high-school classmates, and the 29‘audience’ was his younger sister, Barbara. Each subject was taken aside and privately instructed on how to behave, apart from Cooperman, who was genuinely surprised to be slapped. Rothstein, Stanley’s boss at Look, cultivated this embryonic talent and was himself willing to manipulate a subject for greater effect.

         Stanley’s time at Look gave him some measure of creative freedom and about half of his stories were his ideas. Rarely did Stanley have free rein, though, except for making the images themselves, but even then, others made the crucial decisions regarding captioning, layout, and design. Under editor-in-chief Mike Cowles, and executive editor Dan Mich, the organizational structure of the magazine was fairly informal. But when Stanley had a story idea, he was required to submit five typed copies to Mich, managing editor Henry Ehrlich, art director Merle Armitage, assistant managing editor Woodrow Wirsig, and Rothstein, who convened to decide whether to give the project a green light and a specific assignment.

         Stanley was out every day shooting stories, making hundreds of images, from light stories about bubblegum-blowing contests to celebrity profiles. Through 1946, he contributed to some eighteen stories. They covered a range of topics from the mundane to showbiz: quiz show personalities, the Boston Blackie radio show, that unsuccessful seduction in a cinema, a woman browsing for hats in a department store, various nightclubs, Ezio Pinza performing in South Pacific, the Palisades amusement park in New Jersey, people sitting on park benches in Central Park, two children fighting in the street, patients in a dentist’s waiting room. This last story emerged when Stanley, who hated going to the dentist, noticed how the other patients in the waiting room looked as nervous as he felt. The result was a series of spontaneous shots, done in natural light, highlighting his mature appreciation and sympathy for the humour in fear. There were also numerous portraits, often of celebrities like Montgomery Clift. Some stood out for their personal qualities. He photographed a Bronx street scene, which he’d no doubt viewed countless times. He snapped his friends Alexander Singer, Marvin Traub, Harold Shaw, and his girlfriend and future wife, Toba Metz. He brought his camera to class and took candid pictures of the English teacher at 30Taft, Aaron Traister, who had so inspired him, reciting Shakespeare’s Hamlet aloud. Titled ‘Teacher Puts “Ham” in Hamlet’, it showcased his capacity for sympathetic humour, as did the story ‘How a Monkey Looks to People … & How People Look to a Monkey’, which required him to perch inside the monkey cage looking at the visitors to the zoo, and vice versa. In ‘What’s Your Idea of a Good Time?’ (10 December 1946), he photographed his Bronx childhood photography friend and neighbour, Traub, posing him with Toba as passing strangers. She was misleadingly identified as a ‘musician’.

         Stanley, though, still hankered after some kind of formal education and, in the spring and autumn semesters of 1946, he enrolled in the evening school programme of the City College of New York. Because of a growing perception of a ‘Jewish problem’, the major Ivy League schools had introduced quota systems to bar Jews, and as a consequence, many went to City College, earning it the nickname of the ‘poor man’s Harvard’. Stanley was hoping to score a B average so he could attend day college. He devoted himself to courses in the liberal arts but also studied French, philosophy, hygiene, and economics, and was allowed to transfer 15.5 credits from Taft. The CCNY connection provided Stanley’s first film appearance. As early as 1934, City College became one of the first film schools in the US when its student Film and Sprockets Society began making movies. In 1941, Irving Jacoby founded the first US documentary film school there – the Film Institute – later to be called the Institute of Film Techniques. Created in the spirit of anti-fascist activism during World War II, it fostered the study and making of films with a strong and critical social conscience. When Jacoby moved on, the major European avant-garde artist Hans Richter replaced him. Interested in the expanded possibilities of cinema and experiments with both figuration and abstraction, Richter pioneered the concept of film as art, inspiring the New American Cinema Movement. In 1947, Richter made an experimental film, Dreams That Money Can Buy. It was a collaboration between some of the twentieth century’s leading artists: Max Ernst, Man Ray, Fernand Léger, Alexander Calder, Marcel Duchamp – who was radically opposed to the legacy of traditional art history and challenged the art establishment – and Richter himself. Shot mostly 31on location in New York on a budget of $15,000, it explored psychological themes through a series of dream sequences, heavily influenced by Freud. Stanley briefly appears in the film, along with Toba, in the Man Ray episode, ‘Ruth, Roses and Revolvers’. The ‘Ruth’ in the title was dancer Ruth Sobotka, who would become Stanley’s girlfriend and second wife and appear in his second feature film, Killer’s Kiss. Stanley had photographed her for a ‘Meet the People’ feature back in late 1946. The subsequent pictures, which appeared roughly six weeks later in the 7 January 1947 issue, show her carefully posed in profile, using studio lighting. Opposite her is Stanley’s uncle David Perveler, identified as a ‘businessman’. David’s younger brother Martin would do business with his nephew by financing Stanley’s first feature film.

         Apart from viewing his future wife on screen, Stanley’s experience on Dreams That Money Can Buy introduced him to contemporary, independent, low-budget film-making outside of the studio system. His encounter with those radical photographers, film-makers and visual artists who would go on to shape the poetics of American abstract expressionism, pop art, neo-Dada, conceptual and performance art, left a strong mark on his work. Even though he never explicitly talked about it, he shared a wealth of similar ideas with his avant-garde contemporaries. He cited photographer Man Ray as an influence, and one sequence in the film, featuring mannequins, would influence the climactic scene in Killer’s Kiss. While there is no record or memory of Stanley taking film classes at CCNY, he was surely in the orbit of Richter and the Institute. He may even have volunteered on a student crew or caught a class screening when he could. Richter was teaching the large Cinema Studies course and was, to say the least, unconcerned about attendance, record-keeping and grades, so students just drifted in and out. But Stanley began to lose interest, registering for only one course in the spring of 1947, and withdrawing before the end of the semester. He would continue his education by attending classes without credit at Columbia University.

         By January 1947, Stanley had become a permanent, full-time member of the staff of Look, publishing on a regular, monthly basis. With his job, his college courses, and regular filmgoing, Stanley was busy. An Esquire profile described him as:32

         
            a skinny kid, wearing orange corduroy trousers too short for him, a red-and-blue checked shirt, carrying his cameras in a brown paper bag – he didn’t want to be mistaken on the street for a camera hobbyist by carrying a fancy leather bag – slouched in a chair waiting for an assignment, and obviously unimpressed with the abilities of his far older co-workers…

         

         But they were impressed with him because they requested him more and more frequently for their stories. He may well have cultivated his dishevelled, hang-dog look. Uninterested in what he wore, it was his mother who selected and bought clothes for him, continuing to ship them even after he left home. He had neither the time nor the inclination to do it himself. If he ever looked fashionable in the 1940s, it was because others had chosen his clothes for him. Stanley was convinced that all this worked in his favour, helping him get the Look job out of pity. Shortly after his arrival, the veteran photographers took him under their wing and, in addition to Gert’s efforts, persuaded him to swap his teenage saddle shoes, sports shirts and lounge jackets for Glen-plaid business suits, white shirts, and ties.

         Over 1947, Stanley’s output became increasingly eclectic. He photographed the layout of a television studio; more portraits of celebrities and performers; shoppers browsing at a variety store, including eight photographs of a girl reading a comic; spectators at a Kansas City speed derby; preparations for, and cars participating in, a road rally; children at an orphanage; a military air show; a man and his family in Cape Cod; a woman changing her baby’s nappy; a javelin-thrower; high-school pupils in an art class; visitors and paintings at MoMA; Mickey, a Brooklyn shoeshine boy, shining shoes, counting money, doing his homework, boxing, climbing on railings, and caring for his pigeons. At a fashion shoot at Aqueduct Race Track, young Stanley turned his camera on the spectators, horses, and sweepers, as well as blind beggars and grizzled bettors. There were many assignments featuring nude life models, semi-naked showgirls, fashion models, cheerleaders, acrobats, dancers, debutantes, actors, and a spread on shoppers at a New York five-and-dime variety store. He went backstage at the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey 33Circus, Florida, and, showing a taste for the grotesque inspired by his mentor Diane Arbus who had taken him under her wing, he focused on a tattooed man with nipple rings. Weegee also mentored him and, as we’ve seen, invited him to visit and photograph the production of Jules Dassin’s The Naked City, a crime thriller that used New York locations for its backdrop. Weegee worked as a visual consultant on the film, itself a loose adaptation of his 1945 collection of photographs, Naked City. Kubrick would invite him to be a set photographer on Dr. Strangelove.

         Stanley’s photograph of a boy soaked by a running tap made the 5 August 1947 cover and was, unusually, in colour. In that same issue, he provided twelve pictures for a thirteen-photo, three-page spread on fifteen-year-old Polish war orphan Jack Melnik entitled ‘In Amerika Habe Ich Die Freiheit Gefunden (I Found Freedom in America)’. Melnik had been a prisoner in a Nazi concentration camp: after liberation, he eventually emigrated to the US. While the Holocaust was its subtext, nowhere was it directly mentioned except in the vaguely worded ‘slavelabor camp’ and ‘Nazi’. Nor was it stated that Jack was Jewish despite the Ashkenazi Polish origins of the name. Indeed, the article suggests otherwise when it states he ‘met 16-year-old Helen Yarosh at the Polish-Ukrainian Church’. While Stanley wasn’t responsible for the text, he was responsible for its photographs, one of which depicted Jack sitting at a table writing a letter, his bare arms and shoulders visible. Wearing a white vest, Jack resembles a young Marlon Brando or James Dean. The shot is suggestive, combining an interest in Jewishness and masculinity. Yet the clearest reference to the Holocaust is omitted because, even though the Library of Congress notes one of the contact sheets contains a picture of ‘a person’s forearm with an identification number tattooed on it’, it isn’t visible – or had been airbrushed out – in the pictures selected for publication. While this editorial choice may not have been Stanley’s, he did not shy away from shooting this key visual signifier of the Holocaust, and it augured how he treated the Holocaust throughout his career in its invocation yet simultaneous avoidance of the topic. Given the similarity in names between Melnik and Kubrick, and that his father was named Jack, surely this story resonated for the nineteen-year-old Stanley, who was only four years older than Melnik.34

         Stanley liked to set his photos in places in flux – subway platforms, waiting and dressing rooms, stairways – where people were on the move or anticipating transport to somewhere else. ‘Life & Love On The New York Subway’ (4 March 1947) featured clandestine portraits of commuters sleeping, gossiping, and flirting on the subway. There is a photo of two African American women, twins perhaps, side by side, doubles. Despite their apparent realism, some of the subway photos were staged with Stanley’s friends, including Toba and Alex. Stanley even photographed a Haredi Jew with the caption: ‘Talmudic scholar reads his Yiddish newspaper aloud to an intent friend.’ This is a rare image of someone explicitly Jewish in Stanley’s work before he came to submerge it in allegories, analogies, metaphors, and misdirection. The subway layout also showed his meticulousness, attention to detail, and dedication. He rode the subway for two weeks with his camera hidden in his jacket or in a paper bag. The low angles indicate Stanley was sitting on an opposite seat, being inconspicuous. Because he wanted to retain the mood of the subway, he used natural light, snapping with a Contax at 1/8 second. He discovered that people had fewer inhibitions late at night – couples made love openly and drunks slept on the floor among other unusual activities – so 50 per cent of his time spent there was between midnight and 6 a.m. Regardless of what he saw, he couldn’t shoot until the car stopped in a station because of the motion and vibration of the moving train. Often, just as he was ready to shoot, someone walked in front of the camera, or his subject left the train. Only once was he stopped by a subway guard who demanded to know what was going on. Stanley told him. ‘Have you got permission?’ the guard asked. ‘I’m from Look,’ Stanley answered. ‘Yeah, sonny,’ was the guard’s reply, ‘and I’m the society editor of the Daily Worker.’

         When he wasn’t taking photographs, appearing in a film, or taking classes, Stanley found time to learn to fly, so he could travel around the US to complete his assignments. He earned his private pilot’s licence on 15 August 1947. It was even reported in the Herald-News of Passaic, New Jersey, the following week. He subsequently put in about 150 hours in the air, principally around Teterboro Airport, New Jersey, practising landings and take-offs, and encouraging his friends up for rides. He even flew solo cross-country. But having nearly crashed his plane, 35he lost interest in flying. On 24 October 1947, tragedy struck when his friend Jack Guenther was killed along with fifty-two other passengers and crew when United Airlines Flight 608 crashed in Bryce Canyon, Utah. Guenther had been returning from visiting his mother in Van Nuys, California. He was only thirty-three years old when he died. When, for some reason, his camera and notebooks, horribly squashed and burned, were sent to Stanley, it compounded his fear of flying and he would eventually refuse to fly as a pilot or a passenger.

         
            —————

         

         In the table of contents of the 11 May 1948 issue of the magazine, next to an advertisement for Dr. West’s Miracle Tuft Toothbrush, there appears a long appreciation under the title ‘A veteran photographer at 19, Stanley Kubrick makes up for youth with zeal’:

         
            At 19, Stanley is a two-year veteran on the Look photographer staff. And even before he was graduated from high school in the Bronx in 1946, he sold his candidly shot pictures to Look … When Stanley joined the staff, his fellow photographers were quick to observe his intense preoccupation with his work. In a spirit of friendly co-operation, they formed a ‘Bringing Up Stanley Club’, dedicated to reminding Stanley not to forget his keys, glasses, overshoes and other miscellaneous trivia … The subtle influence of this loosely organized advisory group has also brought an apparent change in the young man’s clothing tastes … Stanley now leans toward glen plaid business suits and white shirts … In his spare time, Stanley experiments with cinematography and dreams of the day when he can make documentary films … The young fellow may go on forgetting his keys. But photographically, Stanley doesn’t need any help bringing himself up.

         

         But he needed the help of the team at Look of which he was part. Once on staff, Stanley continued to work on assignments, with narratives for a picture story often laid out in advance. The effort these veteran photographers put into ‘bringing up Stanley’ shows how much 36they regarded his evident talents. And they admired his intense preoccupation with work. Fascinated by technology and always looking for ways to exploit it, he was an innovator in bounce-light photography, in high-speed 35 film, forcing it, sacrificing grain for exposure. He worked diligently in the darkroom, getting a sense of light and texture in his images – all methods that he would refine in his film-making.

         A few weeks after the appreciative article came out on 28 May 1948, and still only nineteen years old, Stanley married his high-school sweetheart and classmate, Toba Etta Metz, his neighbour at 1382 Shakespeare Avenue. The ceremony was performed by Acting Judge Harry Krauss. Stanley listed his profession as a photographer, hers as a secretary. Born on 24 January 1930 at the Holy Name Hospital in Teaneck, New Jersey, Toba was almost two years younger than Stanley. Her father, Herman J. Metz, forty-nine years old when his daughter was born, was a jeweller, born on 15 April 1880 in Aizpute, near Liepāja, Latvia. He emigrated, in 1912, from Bremen, Germany. Her mother, Bessie Silverman Metz, was born on 15 June 1898, in New York. She married Herman on 5 April 1920. Toba had an older brother named Henry who was born on 17 April 1923, in New York.

         Toba, known as ‘Toby’, wore her shoulder-length hair with a fringe covering her forehead and had braces on her teeth. She was described by a classmate as ‘a very pretty brunette’. In junior high school, she belonged to the Cartoon Club, the Portrait Club, and the Sketch Club. At Taft, she developed these early drawing talents by drawing caricatures of her friends and watching their reactions. She liked reading and took extracurricular courses in typing and reading; she performed in the senior show. When she graduated from Taft in January 1948, two years after Stanley, her yearbook entry said that ‘Skating in winter, art the year round, are two happy pastimes.’ All this was of both romantic and material interest to Stanley, who was attracted not only to her literary and artistic sensibility but also to her practical typing and secretarial skills. Besides, she was the prettiest girl in his class and Stanley’s new job as a Look photographer was glamorous.

         In keeping with a woman of the Beat Generation, Toba wore dark clothing. Marianne Stone’s character in Lolita, Vivian Darkbloom, is not 37far from how Toba looked. Her shoulder-length brown hair, short fringe, and sharply drawn eyebrows gave her an intense and brooding look that fitted in perfectly with the women who inhabited the clubs and coffee houses of Greenwich Village. At the same time, she retained the sweet and naive demeanour of her sheltered, middle-class Jewish upbringing in the Bronx. There was, at first, an attraction, but nothing promising a long-lasting relationship. ‘There was no exchange of any deep affection,’ Gerald Fried said. Despite the lack of deep affection, at least on her husband’s part, Toba played a key role in Kubrick’s early development. His Look salary allowed them to move out of their parents’ homes and into a tiny one-room ground-floor apartment with a fireplace at 37 West 16th Street off Sixth Avenue, just north of Greenwich Village. From there they embarked on a journey of self-discovery, immersed in the vibrant Jewish intellectual milieu of the 1950s. Together they explored the thriving cultural hub of Greenwich Village, encountering people and experiences that stimulated their creativity and piqued their intellectual curiosity. Along with their explorations, Stanley and Toba submerged themselves in a world of self-directed learning, with Stanley in particular becoming largely self-taught. After eschewing formal post-high-school study and taking some college courses, his education came from voracious reading. Now out of school, he began to read as if to make up time and within a relatively short period had caught up with where he probably should have been, had he had even a modicum of interest in high school.

         Stanley was intoxicated by this world outside of the Bronx. The Village was then the centre of New York’s intellectual and bohemian community of artists, actors, musicians, poets, performers, writers, and intellectuals. Beginning in the early twentieth century and especially since the Beat movement of the early 1950s, Greenwich Village had been a mecca for creative radicals and misfits – artists, poets, jazz musicians, and guitar-playing folk and blues singers – from all over the US. Many significant cultural figures lived and worked in the Village – Partisan Review editors Philip Rahv and William Phillips, poet Delmore Schwartz, author Norman Mailer, poet and singer Tuli Kupferberg, film-maker Maya Deren, among many others. Stanley’s high-school friend Howard Sackler – who would write the screenplay 38for Stanley’s first feature film, Fear and Desire, and co-write Killer’s Kiss with Stanley – had moved there, as did Paul Mazursky, who later played in Fear and Desire and who, in his maturity as a film-maker, directed Next Stop, Greenwich Village. In the Village, Stanley’s circle expanded. Midge Decter, who would become a prominent neoconservative writer, described Stanley as ‘a gifted Jewish boy from the Bronx and we may imagine him in his youthful days as a bit of an intellectual, creative, dying to get out, positively drunk on the movies: a familiar figure’. He met figures of the Beat movement who were familiar faces in the Village. Writer Carl Solomon, who was also born in the Bronx in 1928, the same year as Stanley, the Beat poet Allen Ginsberg who studied English at Columbia at approximately the same time as Stanley, Jay Landesman, founder of the first ‘Beat journal’, Neurotica. Although only nine issues were published, Stanley bought and read every one assiduously.

         Stanley also kept the company of émigré and Jewish avant-garde photographers and artists. Diane Arbus’s photographs and mentoring made a permanent impression, although he never completely adopted her attraction to the freakish and bizarre. He also encountered photographers Walker Evans and Helen Levitt. Evans hid his Contax under his coat and shot blind, through a buttonhole, while Levitt used a right-angle viewfinder – Stanley tried it for Look. He also met artists Henry Koerner, George Grosz, and Jacques Lipchitz – all of whom responded to the Holocaust in their work in various ways – when he photographed them for Look in 1946. They had a formative influence on him. But all this excitement and growth had its downside. The marriage to Toba was a bad fit. They were too young; Stanley was too ambitious. There were films to be made and a life in which, finally, Toba had no place.

         
            —————

         

         Stanley’s later unfilmed screenplays, although not explicitly autobiographical, offer the closest thing we have to an understanding of his Village experiences. ‘The Cop Killer’ describes something of the sights and sounds he encountered, and his emotions in the moment, capturing a slice of life of the bohemian, beatnik café culture. Stanley poured 39himself into its protagonist, Earl Slope, capturing elements of who he was and who he aspired to be:

         
            One day he discovered Greenwich Village and liked it at once. He made a couple of friends at the San Remo bar, and they took him to a party on MacDougal Street where he met some very unusual girls. This, he decided, was the place to live. In the evenings he apportioned his time between the coffee shops, where admittedly the girls might have been a little weird in dress or in their approach to life, but these qualities only seemed to enhance Earl’s pleasures … Earl had quickly become a well-known figure around the Village and was regarded as ‘the real thing’ by the Village characters.

         

         Slope lands a job as a photographer for the fictional Spot magazine. ‘Each photographer had his own locker and decked out on the extra-long table in the middle of the room was an assortment of 35mm cameras and lenses.’ His colleagues led double lives. ‘Another photographer was showing around his latest series of nudes posed in a hotel room which he invariably brought back with him after an out-of-town assignment.’

         A fragment, ‘Old Story Ideas & Outlines: 1954–56’, evokes a setting of New York single-room apartments. In ‘New York Story – Oct 20 1952’, a photographer assaults a drunk on the subway who had tried to smash his camera, downing him with a left hook. A passage from ‘Outline for “The Famished Monkey”’ is extremely revealing:

         
            Close as it is to life, his photography had nevertheless become a very lonely affair; without friends his life became a dreary monotone of silent work. Sometime during this period, perhaps his devotion to his work began to replace his desire for human warmth (which must include friendship and love) and despite the dark and lonely moods he would at times have, his photographs were improving and he imagined himself very close, indeed, to his goal. After a while it had even begun to seem to him that one could become, in a way, insulated, and superior to life by capturing it in a picture; and although this was never a conscious thought on his part, the idea spread through his body like an embalming fluid – almost the same 40effect, but for what was, perhaps, his last remaining interest ideal in the world of flesh and blood. The Girl.

         

         Additional underlined pages from Stanley’s pencilled notes: ‘He often thought … that life could only be understood looking backwards … and stopping life, as in his photography, seemed to him to be a resting place … where one could reflect clearly on a life that was understandable backwards and yet had to be lived forward.’

         
            —————

         

         After a mere few years at Look, Stanley was getting plum assignments. He published photographs of an appendicitis X-ray, a crime photostory in which a woman is poisoned, a Salvador Dalí exhibition, actor John Carradine at a launderette, portraits of Doris Day, Dale Carnegie and his wife; Joan Crawford, Frank Sinatra, Lena Horne, Joe Louis, John Garfield, Katharine Cornell, Esme Sarnoff, Henry Koerner, Jacques Lipchitz, and George Grosz. But balancing these high-profile figures were photographs that displayed a greater awareness of the world around him. His photographs of the University of Michigan (10 May 1949) indicated a concern for race relations, depicting a picture of Black athlete Val Johnson and the caption, ‘Racial problems are diminishing at Michigan’. Stanley’s interest in depicting the other side of the American dream was clearly articulated in ‘Chicago: City of Extremes’ (with Irving Kupcinet, 12 April 1949), in which aspects of the city’s wealth were juxtaposed with images of its poverty and captions such as: ‘A Chicagoan finds place for modest lunch among debris of demolished buildings on west side … Diners in fabulous Pump Room of Ambassador East, however, think little of paying $10 for lunch.’

         Alongside the showbiz figures were portraits of Electric Light & Power employees and gallery visitors viewing art masterpieces. His photographs showed an increasing preoccupation with children and childhood, especially those who were suffering from ailments. There were various photographs of a group of Freemasons outside the George Washington Masonic National Memorial in Alexandria, Virginia; a 41man visiting the Sarasota Art Museum; actors in a television soap opera; a building site; insecticide being sprayed by trucks and airplanes; and portraits of Miss America. Stanley could also take more formal pictures of, for example, Columbia University and its president, Dwight David Eisenhower. For two weeks, the quiet, brown-eyed youngster confidently ordered the distinguished faculty members and officials into positions that would provide the best compositions to get exactly what he wanted. Stanley also took his first and only trip abroad for the magazine, travelling to Portugal to shoot a ‘Holiday in Portugal’ (3 August 1948), which depicted the interior of Portugal’s largest cathedral as well as the ‘intensely religious’ women of the fishing village of Nazaré.

         As the years went on, Stanley began indulging his own tastes. A boxing enthusiast, he began photographing matches. He would shoot five fights for Look. Newsreel-style text accompanied his images: ‘Boxing brings a greater thrill than any other sport … [In 1948] 281,577 attended Friday night boxing shows … millions heard ABC broadcast crack team of Don Dunphy and Bill Corum, Gillette Cavalcade of Sport, thousands watched over television … All just to breathe the atmosphere of the big time.’ His boxing shoot ‘Prizefighter’, published on 18 January 1949, was the biggest assignment of his career to date. Featuring nineteen of his photographs, spread over seven pages, it documents a day in the life of twenty-four-year-old Greenwich Village middleweight boxer Walter Cartier and his twin brother and manager, Vincent, as he prepares for a fight. Stanley’s interests emerge in these photographs. He emphasizes the brothers’ ‘twinness’ as well as their religion. Walter was a devout Catholic and, on the second page of the photo essay, by far the largest photo, what was called the ‘bleed’ picture (a picture extending to the edge of the page for emphasis) is of Walter praying at St Francis Xavier Church on West 16th Street, just down from Kubrick’s own apartment.

         Numerous portraits followed, from cowboy singer Gene Autry and comedian Milton Berle, to Senator Robert Taft. On 30 August 1949, he once again made the cover with a colour photograph of a model wearing a red jumper. But not everything ran smoothly. A full-page photograph taken by Stanley of artist Peter Arno in his studio that featured a fully nude model in a semi-back view (27 September 421949) landed him in trouble. The Campbell Soup Company felt the picture was so risqué that it withdrew its advertising contract with the magazine. The caption that stated that Arno only likes to date ‘fresh, unspoiled girls’ much younger than himself is a premonition of Humbert Humbert in Lolita. Even more explicit were the contact sheets for ‘Woman Posing’ in which a woman dances suggestively on stage, removing her clothes until she is wearing a very skimpy bikini with a see-through bra. There were also his shots of showgirls preparing and performing at the Copacabana nightclub in Manhattan. Sex and boxing: his keen interest in the sport continued. He shot for a piece called ‘Brain-damage caused by boxing’ and then another ‘boxing day-in-the-life’ featuring Rocky Graziano. Not surprisingly, Look didn’t publish most of the ones he took of the fighter in the nude. His love of other sports also made its appearance. He shot Don Newcombe, who started in the Negro League before joining the Dodgers; Phil Rizzuto, Joe DiMaggio; the Detroit Tigers baseball team; and Ralph Kiner during and after a Pittsburgh Pirates baseball game.

         ‘Boy Wonder Grows Up’ (14 March 1950) focused on Jewish composer, conductor, and pianist Leonard Bernstein. Along with a formal portrait, one shot of Bernstein shows him posing in just a pair of shorts, highlighting his trim shape – something Stanley would later emphasize with other Jewish actors like Kirk Douglas and Tony Curtis. In another shot, Bernstein is shown relaxing with a copy of Jewish psychiatrist Erich Fromm’s book Man for Himself: An Inquiry into the Psychology of Ethics, open and lying across his chest. Whether owned by Bernstein or posed by Stanley, the book is an early hint of the future director’s intellectual interests. Bernstein is depicted mimicking a Hitler salute and moustache – perhaps Stanley’s first explicit reference to the Nazis on camera, anticipating both Lolita and Dr. Strangelove. We have to wonder just how commonplace such an image would have been during the period when the Holocaust was not largely talked about within American Jewry and relief from the tensions of the war and the anxieties of the post-war period led some to mockery and black comedy.

         He was again on the road, travelling to St Louis, Indiana, Kentucky, and Tennessee; there were more portraits and his interest in jazz 43continued. For ‘Dixieland Jazz Is “Hot” Again’ in 1950, Stanley and associate editor Joseph Roddy travelled to New Orleans to cover the local Dixieland Jazz revival where he shot portraits of jazz musicians and their instruments. During this time, Stanley met people who not only influenced his photography but played a part in his later career. Before he became a fashion photographer, famous for his shots of Marilyn Monroe, Bert Stern worked in the Look mailroom. Skulking around the office studios one night, he recalled Kubrick snapping a ‘very pretty girl’. She was a model named Teddy Ayer whom Stern would later marry. Forever the doctor’s son, Stern recalls Stanley’s idiosyncratic behaviour of habitually peeking into people’s private medicine cabinets to see what pills they were taking. Stern and Stanley remained friends and when Stanley was filming Lolita, in 1961, he hired Stern to take the publicity stills of teenage actor Sue Lyon.

         But all this had its downsides. Stanley witnessed racial discrimination first-hand as a photojournalist for Look. While World War II had had a tremendous social impact on the US and the lives of African Americans and Jews, it did not put an end to domestic antisemitism or racial prejudice. He witnessed segregation and its effects in the southern states but spoke little of these experiences. The crest of post-war antisemitism was fierce enough to spawn two movies about the subject in Crossfire and Gentleman’s Agreement. Even after 1947 and, indeed, all the way until at least the early 1960s, antisemitic restrictions in employment, education, and social accommodations continued to limit the lives of ordinary Jews, although decreasing in intensity as the years went on. Stanley’s Jewishness was not an issue at Look, but he experienced it on the road and it left its mark.

         Stanley’s photography for Look magazine is distinguished mainly as a trying out of image-making and as a document of the urban United States in the post-war world. He honed his technique for storytelling by pictures, stylizing both narrative and feeling into serial images. Stanley displayed a knack for catching an exchange or glance that revealed so much more than first appeared. Some of his images employ the vanishing perspective line and symmetrical framing that would become a hallmark of his cinematic compositions. Some echo the important 44photographers of the decade, Diane Arbus and Weegee in particular. His rise in the ranks of photographers at Look was swift and amazing for a boy his age and presaged the drive manifested when he turned to film-making. His apprenticeship at Look taught him how to collaborate and compose shots, work that influenced the rest of his career. ‘By the time I was twenty-one I had four years of seeing how things worked in the world,’ Stanley told an interviewer in 1972. ‘I think if I had gone to college I would never have been a director.’

         Stanley never claimed neutrality or objectivity in his photography or even to present the world as it was; instead, his photographs explicitly expressed his ‘own ideas about the world’. His images were wide-ranging in their subjects and varied in technique. He shot according to the subject at hand, paying attention to the context and the assignment. He learnt important lessons about how to compose his subject, especially planning his angles, framing, and lighting as consciously as chess moves. His chosen subjects revealed a taste for the dark and primitive underside of life: violence and death (boxing and crime), derelict bums and commuting no-hopers, the deprived (often Black), and the hopeless (gamblers and wannabe showgirls). He may have said that his photography career educated him about the world in images, but he admitted that ‘the subject matter of my Look assignments was generally pretty dumb’. Still, were he to be ranked, it might be useful to consider William Klein’s observation that there were two kinds of mid-century photography – ‘Jewish photography and goyish photography’. ‘If you look at modern photography,’ he wrote, ‘you find, on the one hand, the Weegees, the Diane Arbuses, the Robert Franks – funky photographs. And then you have the people who go out in the woods. Ansel Adams, Weston. It’s like black and white jazz.’ Stanley certainly belonged to the former category – or perhaps another category entirely, that of a young, talented journalistic photographer, who ultimately wanted to leave that world behind and make his images move.

         The Look method – episodic narratives that progressed like a storyboard from the opening visual hook to the powerful ‘closer’ – proved an invaluable gift to Kubrick. ‘His early stories would generate tension from the simple device of turning an unexpected lens on unsuspecting 45prey,’ Mary Panzer wrote. ‘The result – sometimes only four pages in length but incorporating 30 pictures – would offer narratives of human instinct and interplay.’ His later work is more formal, showing a command of consciously planned camera angles and carefully composed shots. There is a contradiction here. In an early interview, Kubrick stated, ‘I think aesthetically recording spontaneous action, rather than carefully posing a picture, is the most valid and expressive use of photography.’ Yet many of the photographs and all of the future films reveal an eye for careful composition and the perfect angle. His often-stated desire for documentary realism clashes with his understanding of the artifice of the image. It is this tension that helps to define his work.

         His attempts to push the limits of autonomy at Look were noted by the editorial team, particularly how he desired to invest his personality into his work. This invariably led to conflict with his editors, reflected in his decision to leave the magazine. Feeling isolated and restless, he felt he had gone as far as he could with ‘the dreary monotony of solitary work’. His photographs were improving, but he was missing the human connection. He was also experiencing the need to expand his talent. ‘It was tremendous fun for me at that age,’ he wrote, ‘but eventually it began to wear thin, especially since my ultimate ambition had always been to make movies.’ When Look reporter G. Warren Schloat Jr read that, he thought, ‘Gee, this guy just doesn’t have the personality to run around in Hollywood … You’ve got an awful lot of guys to scream and holler at when you’re making a movie.’ He eventually found ways to emphatically holler himself.
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            ‘As if we were doing War and Peace’

1949–1951

         

         Movie-making had been on Stanley’s mind since the late 1940s. Even at Look, he was already dreaming ‘of the day when he [would] make documentary films’. He often said, ‘My ultimate ambition had always been to make movies.’ His experience on the set of The Naked City had given him a taste for it. He simply decided that still photography was ‘too passive’, and that film-making was his next logical step.

         Arthur Rothstein, Stanley’s superior and mentor at Look, was himself fascinated by movies. ‘At that time, more than thirty years ago,’ Rothstein recalled, ‘we had three things in common: a passion for chess, photography and film-making. Stanley was a much better chess player, but I knew a little more about films.’ Like his art teacher Herman Getter, Rothstein, along with Alex Singer, helped Stanley to develop his movie sensibility. Rothstein had a large collection of film books and Stanley began to borrow these, developing a particular interest in the theoretical writings of the Russians Sergei Eisenstein and Vsevolod Pudovkin, though he insisted that Eisenstein’s writings were useless to him because he never really understood them. In terms of his work, ‘Eisenstein’s greatest achievement is the beautiful visual composition of his shots, and his editing,’ Stanley admitted. ‘But as far as content is concerned, his films are silly, his actors are wooden and operatic.’ Stanley criticized the Soviet pioneer’s style, claiming: ‘I sometimes suspect that Eisenstein’s acting style derives from his desire to keep the actors framed within his compositions for as long as possible; they move very slowly, as if underwater.’ A comment that some would echo when talking about Barry Lyndon. While pointing out the difference between Eisenstein’s cinema and that of one of his favourite film-makers, Charlie Chaplin, Kubrick elaborated: ‘Eisenstein is all form and no content, whereas Chaplin is content and no form. Of course, a director’s style is partly the result 47of the manner in which he imposes his mind on the semi-controllable conditions that exist on any given day – the responsiveness and talent of actors, the realism of the set, time factors, even weather.’

         The focus on Chaplin’s films is indeed on the antics of its star: he is its content; Eisenstein’s films make the viewer conscious of their formal extravagance. What’s more, in terms of theory, Jay Leyda’s translations of Eisenstein do not make for easy reading, but one can’t help but wonder at the disingenuousness of Kubrick’s statement. Perhaps Eisenstein’s avowed Marxism – Eisenstein wanted to make a film of Das Kapital – put him off. But Eisenstein’s ghost hangs over Kubrick’s first feature, Fear and Desire, and so his criticism of the Russian may lie not only in politics but in the ongoing tension in his own films between form and content. He often talked about the importance of the latter while always practising formal innovation. Earlier on, Stanley was utterly engrossed by the collaboration of Eisenstein and Sergei Prokofiev in the creation of sound and image for Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky – he played the recording of the score so many times that his sister broke the record over his head.

         Stanley much preferred the writing of Vsevolod Pudovkin. He said he’d recommend Pudovkin’s book to any student of cinema. ‘The most instructive book on film aesthetics I came across was Pudovkin’s Film Technique, which simply explained that editing was the aspect of film art form which was completely unique, and which separated it from all other art forms.’ He read Rothstein’s copy and grew to deeply admire the Russian’s theories about editing as the building blocks of film. He had the chutzpah to underline sections and scrawl in the margin, something he’d do throughout his life, before returning it.

         For his first film, he thought he would abandon theory and concentrate on how to start this leg of his career on the cheap. He saved a Life magazine article from 22 November 1948, entitled ‘The King Brothers: Ex-pinball Kings Move Into the Big Movie Money as Makers of Crude, Popular “Cheapies”’. The piece talked about three brothers, originally named Kozinsky, who had moved into the big-movie business, in fact as makers of crude, popular ‘cheapies’. Stanley highlighted the section that spoke about how cheaply their 1941 film Paper Bullets was made and how well it did, featuring Alan Ladd at the beginning of 48his Hollywood stardom. Hollywood had always produced low-budget films, but Stanley also knew that New York had become a hotbed of independent production companies wanting to make inexpensive movies on its streets, and so he went about meeting producers, financiers, and distributors, contacts who had access to the cash and equipment he needed to make his own films in the city. But Stanley was already having grand visions. For their first outing, he and Alex Singer decided to film nothing less than an adaptation of Homer’s Iliad. Singer had penned a 125-page treatment followed by 900 sketches of practically every shot of the epic, and Stanley used his contacts at Look to get the treatment to Dore Schary at MGM. Schary politely rejected it, saying they were doing Quo Vadis, and one epic once a decade was enough. There were, in fact, many more, including, at the end of the 1950s, Kubrick’s own Spartacus. But with the Iliad out of the question, Stanley then decided on a ten-minute short that Singer wrote about teenagers picking up girls on the beach. Because he was going to be the director, Singer laid out the continuity sketches. Stanley wasn’t happy; he felt Singer was depriving him of all creativity and, as the cinematographer, he had nothing to do. His sense of himself, his creative ego as an artist was offended. He would not be dominated creatively.

         In the early fifties, moviegoing was still a full evening or afternoon’s worth of entertainment. There would be two films, an ‘A’ feature from a major studio and a ‘B’ feature, often a low-budget independent quickie from a small studio like Republic or Monogram. Some of those ‘B’ movies, like Val Lewton’s horror films of the 1940s, Edgar G. Ulmer’s Detour, and Joseph H. Lewis’s Gun Crazy have since become admired classics of their genre. There would also be a cartoon, a newsreel, and a short feature. It was a combination of those last two that ultimately provided Stanley with his entry into film-making. He hadn’t intended to work in the documentary newsreel genre. But when Singer told him that Henry Luce’s The March of Time, newsreels with often staged footage and the legendary ‘voice of God’ narration, spent $40,000 making a one-reel documentary, which constituted approximately nine minutes of footage, Stanley investigated how much it would take for him to do the same. He did his research, contacting Eastman Kodak, camera 49rental companies, and film-printing laboratories in New York to obtain quotes. He calculated he could make a documentary film for around $3,500. ‘I thought, “Gee, if they’re making these pictures for $40,000 and I can make them for $3,500, surely I must be able to sell them and at least get my money back, and probably make a profit.” In fact, we thought we could make a considerable profit. That’s what gave me the financial confidence to make Day of the Fight.’

         He targeted RKO Sports Shorts. He used his 18 January 1949 Look story, ‘Prizefighter’, as the starting point, in effect becoming the storyboard for the film, which was made with fastidiousness and care. The development of the film began towards the end of 1949, when Kubrick devised a shooting schedule and wrote an outline focusing on the dressing-room scenes two hours before the match, as Walter Cartier prepares to enter the boxing ring. Meanwhile, Singer, working as assistant director, storyboarded the film, detailing the close-ups and establishing shots. They aimed for a five-day shoot. Stanley rented a 35 mm silent spring-wound Eyemo, the standard camera of combat photographers during World War II, and spent a morning being taught how to use it. He was also instructed in the use of the synchronizer, splicer, and Moviola editing machine.

         Stanley and Alex Singer then spent two months shooting for an eight-minute short, and they did it with eagerness and energy. They followed the Cartier brothers from the time they woke up, through their last meal at Dan Stampler’s Steakhouse in the Village, through the weigh-in, to the fight itself. A young man intently listening to the fight on his portable radio was the director’s first cameo in his own film. They took their two cameras to Laurel Gardens Sports Arena in Newark, New Jersey, a popular venue for what was at the time a very popular sport, to shoot Walter’s preparations and fight against Bobby James on 17 April 1950. Singer and Kubrick took turns loading hundred-foot rolls of film as they struggled to capture the live fight on film. ‘With me on one camera and Stanley on the other, it was pretty busy and pretty hectic,’ Singer recalled. ‘We had to get it. It had to be down on film – there was no picture without getting this fight.’ It was Singer who got the knock-out punch when Cartier floored James.50

         As would be his method throughout his career, Kubrick took a hands-on approach, assuming near-total responsibility by not only directing and producing but also writing the short, doing sound recording, photography, and editing. ‘I did everything from keeping an accounting book to dubbing in the punches on the soundtrack,’ he remembered. ‘I had no idea what I was doing, but I knew that I could not make films any worse than the run-of-the-mill Hollywood movies I was seeing at the time. In fact, I felt that I could do them a lot better.’ Singer described Kubrick’s method as making Day of the Fight ‘as if we were doing War and Peace. He was meticulous with everything, from scripting to editing.’ Stanley later declared that the ‘best education in film is to make one’. Although Singer shot almost as much footage as he did, Stanley took sole credit for the camerawork and everything else. He did give Singer an assistant director credit. Kubrick considered asking Montgomery Clift to narrate it, given their friendship following the photographic session for Look they did together. Eventually, though, he settled on CBS news veteran Douglas Edwards.

         Day of the Fight contains in embryo some of Kubrick’s basic filming techniques. He made use of available light in a form of cinéma-vérité. One sequence contained what would become a signature camera movement: a backward tracking shot of the Cartier brothers walking towards the camera. He created a sense of presence and action; he memorialized his love of sport, and boxing would show up again in his second feature, Killer’s Kiss, and again in Barry Lyndon. It shows as well Kubrick’s traits as a director that he would keep throughout his career. ‘Stanley was a very stoic, impassive but imaginative type person with strong, imaginative thoughts. He commanded respect in a quiet, shy way,’ Vincent Cartier said. ‘Whatever he wanted, you complied, he just captivated you. Anybody who worked with Stanley did just what Stanley wanted.’

         In the end, Day of the Fight – despite its opening statement that ‘All Events Depicted In This Film Are True’ – was not a ‘pure’ documentary. The voice-over narration implies Cartier was chosen as a random subject, obscuring the fact that he was featured in Kubrick’s earlier photostory that provided the storyboard for the sequence of staged shots. Staged elements included giving Cartier a dog, probably Stanley’s own, to add 51a human touch. Jack Kubrick played the boxing commissioner doctor doing the pre-fight examination. Stanley staged a shot of the fight after it was over so that he could create a camera angle that simply could not have been shot from outside the ring. Cartier is not wearing his mouthguard in this shot. Singer recalled a ‘crowd shot’, which was done in Stanley’s living room with Singer and his wife as the ‘crowd’. Stanley, as Singer said, ‘understood exactly the fakery of the movies’. The twelve-minute film was completed by July 1950 for $3,896.41. Despite his cost-saving measures, it was nearly $400 over the planned budget. Stanley’s cold analytical sense of what money meant and how to use it may have been fully in place, as Singer noted, but the quality was always more important than the money. These cost overruns set the pattern for Stanley’s future productions, though on an increasingly bigger scale. For now, Toba wrote the cheques.

         Having completed the film, Stanley turned his attention to a new project: his first feature. The Korean War had just broken out on 25 June 1950. Alex Singer was drafted but Stanley was not, ‘turned down by the army on some oddball thing’, according to a friend, ‘although he’s a pretty healthy guy’. In fact, he got a student deferment. On that very same day, he received a letter from a friend, recommending that he read Joseph Conrad:

         
            Simply go out in the streets and gather up all the Conrad you have read and not read … read and re-read … shudder and marvel and wonder. [Conrad] is the greatest artist, the greatest psychologist and the greatest human being ever to write a novel … Let Conrad make it seem all that it is – hard, unyielding and diabolical – and perhaps a touch more.

         

         Inspired by the Korean War and his friend’s advice, Stanley began work on a story ‘about four soldiers in a battle who are trapped behind enemy lines’. Called The Trap, it was ‘a study of four men and their search for the meaning to life and the individual’s responsibility to the group’. He pressured a twenty-one-year-old poet named Howard Sackler, another Taft graduate who, like Stanley, had contributed to the school’s literary magazine, the Taft Review, into writing the screenplay. 52Sackler, who was the inspiration for the Christopher Walken character in Mazursky’s Next Stop, Greenwich Village, had gone on to Brooklyn College, graduating with a BA in 1950. By the late 1940s, he was ‘a golden-haired boy wonder’ and was already contributing reviews and poetry to major periodicals. He would later win the Pulitzer Prize for The Great White Hope.

         Stanley quit Look in early July 1950, just before his twenty-second birthday. While Look continued to publish his pictures, he was now a free agent. ‘You always gave a routine job originality and a fresh approach which some of the men couldn’t be bothered to do,’ a Look colleague wrote to him. ‘I liked the way in which you put your personality into the pictures – and believe it or not, I enjoyed arguing with you about how to tackle a story … I would hesitate to predict what you could do in films, but I certainly feel that you should let the powers that be in TV know about your film.’

         He had some money of his own saved up and there was always the safety net of his family and friends, principally his wealthy pharmacist relatives, Martin Perveler and Morris Bousel. Jack, resigned to the fact that his son wasn’t going to be an academic, supported his efforts to develop a career in film and had the finances to back him. Still, the move augured a period of uncertainty and financial insecurity, which would last for many years as Stanley tried to set himself up in his new medium. On the other hand, if he was going to take the plunge, now was the time to do it – a time when he was still young, did not have a family to feed and worry over, and when independent production was on the rise and cinema attendance still robust, though falling precipitously from its post-war highs. Above all, the move was a measure of Stanley’s belief in his capabilities.

         With one short documentary under his belt, Stanley felt he had the world at his feet. He was living a life of ‘music, reading and prowling about’, as a friend described it. He continued attending courses informally at Columbia University. Judging by the copies of the syllabuses he hung onto, they were focused on English and comparative literature, and were taught by some of the most prominent academic and literary lights of the moment: James Lowry Clifford, William York Tindall, 53Joseph Wood Krutch, Maurice Jacques Valency, Gilbert Highet, Moses Hadas, Lionel Trilling, and Mark Van Doren. The three that made the most impression were Trilling, Van Doren, and Hadas. All this preparation and reading, his immersion in the broader intellectual and avant-garde milieu of Greenwich Village and European art films, and his studying at Columbia would find their way into The Trap, which is full of allusions to Mark Twain, John Donne, William Shakespeare, T. S. Eliot, the Theatre of the Absurd, and Théodore Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa, as well as the more contemporary influences of Weegee, Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, Norman Mailer, and Irwin Shaw. It is, like Francis Ford Coppola’s much later Apocalypse Now, a rough retelling of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, a strange trip down a river. ‘I wanted it to be a very poetic and meaningful film,’ Kubrick said. Sackler and Kubrick completed a draft that Kubrick later claimed to not like very much. He complained that it was too poetic and ‘had lines in it like, “We spend our lives running our fingers down the lists of names and addresses looking for our real …” No, “… running our names … fingers, down the lists of something or other, looking for our real names or our real addresses.”’ The literary and blank verse nature of the script was no surprise given that Sackler himself was heavily influenced by W. H. Auden and would later win the Maxwell Anderson Award for verse drama in 1954.

         Despite the doubts, he offered it to producer Richard de Rochemont, who along with his brother Louis worked on Time Inc.’s The March of Time film series and who Stanley might have known through Alex Singer or de Rochemont’s wife, Jane, who worked as a photographic stylist for Bert Stern, Stanley’s friend during his days at Look. ‘He thought Stanley had talent,’ Jane said of her husband, but also chutzpah. ‘Stanley looked very young and very skinny. Stanley felt quite a bit about himself, he was not exactly modest.’ But Stanley’s nerve impressed de Rochemont, who suggested the alternative title of Trapped because The Trap had already been used for three previous features. The title was appropriate because Stanley described feeling ‘a little trapped’. He was ‘planning seriously to revivify the motion picture medium’, even though he had not left New York yet. A friend, who was working for Variety in 1950, felt urged to warn him: ‘I would hesitate quite a good 54deal before exposing myself to the kind of epic frustration involved in introducing reality to Hollywood.’ He cautioned young Stanley that ‘the current state of filmlandia is intimately connected with some pretty strongly inhering characteristics of the big men out there, set in their ways and ideas and no doubt antagonistic that they and their work can stand improving. They may be touchy.’ A taste of filmlandia came when Kubrick tried to sell Day of the Fight. He felt confident that Louis and Richard de Rochemont would buy the film. In August, he submitted his cut to Richard, hoping to make a handsome profit. Though impressed with Stanley’s first effort, Richard rejected it as commercially unattractive. This proved a fortunate break for Kubrick because The March of Time was about to go out of business when, in November 1951, Time Inc. dismantled its film-producing division.

         Refusing to be defeated, Stanley approached RKO-Pathé. This time he met with more success, with an offer of $4,000. But it left him with a disappointing $103.59 profit. Looking back, he reflected, ‘I was rather optimistic about expenses; the film cost me thirty-nine hundred. I sold it to RKO-Pathé for four thousand dollars, a hundred-dollar profit. They told me that was the most they’d ever paid for a short.’ But the offer came with a condition: the film had to be recut to conform to the stylistic conventions and ‘house style’ of its This Is America series. A voice-over narration, written by Robert Rein, and a soundtrack were added, as well as some stock footage outlining the history of boxing, boosting the length from twelve to sixteen minutes. It also needed a score, and Stanley asked his friend and fellow Bronx resident, Juilliard-trained Gerald Fried, to compose it. ‘Why me?’ Fried explained. ‘Because I was the only musician Kubrick knew.’ Never having scored a movie before, Fried had five months to teach himself how to do it by going to the movies and taking notes. But Stanley refused to pay him. ‘He thought the very fact that my doing the music to his early movies got me into the profession was enough payment. We had an agreement – not in writing – [that] we would work for nothing but, as soon as the movie got sold, he would pay us. Well, he didn’t. He gave us this rationale: “I did you a much better service than paying you, I got you into the movie business.” Which is true,’ Fried recalled.55

         There was one other caveat. The original film is labelled ‘A Stanley Kubrick Production’ but RKO-Pathé listed Kubrick as its co-producer. This was the price for selling the film and it stuck in Stanley’s craw. His career would be marked by his need to be in complete control of his work, both in fact and in name. Yet his first effort denied him this control. But he needed money and so made himself available to work for hire on the projects of other directors and producers while his filmmaking skills were being noticed. Even before Day of the Fight had been screened, he was approached by Rex Carlton, president of Laurel Films – a New York-based independent production company – with a tempting offer to adapt Henrik Ibsen’s play Enemy of the People, with a leading Hollywood star. The film would be distributed by Eagle Classics, with Stanley as the director and co-producer. Carlton tried the high sell, but Stanley didn’t agree to the deal. A year later, Laurel Films collapsed into bankruptcy.

         In the autumn of 1950, influenced by his interest in aviation, he set about adapting another Look photo essay, this one photographed by a colleague, George Heyer, and published in October 1946. The story was titled ‘Flying Priest’. (In Howard Sackler’s biography, he claims that he wrote the screenplay under the title ‘Desert Padre’.) It captured the life of Father Fred Stadtmueller, whose rural parish in Mosquero, New Mexico, was so vast that he ministered by flying around it in his own Piper Cub airplane. By early October, a deal between Stanley and RKO-Pathé had been agreed upon for him to shoot a short one-reeler for its Screenliner series. Stanley wanted to call it ‘Sky Pilot’, a pun on the slang term for the priest, but not getting the joke, RKO changed it to Flying Padre. He was given a $1,000 advance but would have to pick up the initial production costs himself. RKO-Pathé would only cover laboratory expenses, provided Stanley used their New York facilities. The deal also limited Stanley’s control. He’d submit a rough cut in return for $1,500 for worldwide rights. The final cut would then be supervised by a producer with no input from Kubrick, who would only receive a director credit, despite having done all the producing legwork. Nathaniel Shilkret would compose an original score, and his music would later be used again for Kubrick’s next and final documentary, The Seafarers.56

         The result was a slight, eight-and-a-half-minute film with no dialogue that simply follows Stadtmueller on the rounds of his parish, flying from place to place in his plane, The Spirit of St. Joseph. Stanley called it ‘a silly thing about a priest in the Southwest who flew to his isolated parishes in a small airplane’. There are shots of the priest in his plane, of the plane in flight, and of the priest ministering to his mostly ‘Spanish-American’ (as the film identifies them) parishioners. It again showcases Stanley’s interest in religion, symbolic fatherhood, and childhood: Stadtmueller referees a dispute between a little girl and the boy who has been bullying her and flies a sick baby to a distant hospital. All of this is edited in a somewhat crude fashion to quickly telegraph what is being spelt out in the voice-over. There are close-ups of faces at a funeral in a style reminiscent of Eisenstein, but Stanley left the best for last. At the very end of the film, Stadtmueller stands by his plane, and the camera, probably mounted on a truck, executes an astonishingly fast and unexpected backward track. It is the one personal touch in the film and predicts the mobile camera work that would later become a Kubrick trademark.

         Flying Padre wrapped in January 1951 but came in over budget and Stanley once again made a loss, as the final costs were $1,673.79. To make matters worse, he’d promised Stadtmueller 10 per cent of the net profits of any sale of Flying Padre, but reneged on the arrangement, hinting that the publicity Stadtmueller’s church, as well as the Catholic Church, would gain from the film would be greater than any financial reward. Stadtmueller was not happy and lodged an official complaint with RKO-Pathé, asking for Stanley to be dismissed. Whether this was due to Stanley’s poor budgetary management, duplicitousness or overambition in his production plans is unclear. Stanley was managing on a string and a prayer, possibly using savings, maybe relying on his father and other relatives or further fees from RKO-Pathé. But again, it demonstrates an early habit of denying money or on-screen credit where both might be due.

         In early 1951, Thomas M. Pryor profiled Stanley Kubrick in the New York Times under the title ‘Young Man With Ideas and a Camera’. Published before the official release of Day of the Fight and Flying Padre, the article lauds Stanley’s youthful self-possession and confidence. It 57described him as ‘no ordinary tyro’ and ‘an adventuresome young man’ with ‘a determination to make a name for himself in the movie world’. In one key sentence, the profile exaggerated the amount RKO had paid for Day of the Fight as ‘considerably more than the $5,000 the project cost’. Either the journalist had failed in his fact-checking or Stanley had inflated his success by over $1,000! But it was an important early step in his crafting his own image. An earlier newspaper profile by Saul Pett was more on the money: ‘He’s only 22. He doesn’t own a swimming pool or a studio or a home or an office. He lives in a one-room Greenwich Village apartment, which is his office. His only permanent staff is his wife. He doesn’t even own a camera or a single spotlight or an ulcer.’

         Flying Padre premiered on 23 March 1951, and, despite being made after Day of the Fight, it was Stanley’s first official and professional film release. It received good reviews. Boxoffice magazine described it as ‘interesting and informative’. The following month, Day of the Fight was also finally ready for release, some fourteen months after Stanley had begun development on it. It premiered on 26 April as part of a package with RKO Radio Pictures’ My Forbidden Past, featuring Robert Mitchum and Ava Gardner, at New York’s cavernous Paramount Theatre. Although he had made a measly $50 on the film (having had to split the profit with Singer), as he sat and watched his handiwork, he was so moved he resolved thenceforth to do nothing but make movies. Looking back in 1968, Kubrick noted, ‘Even though the first couple of films were bad, they were well photographed, and they had a good look about them, which did impress people.’ Soon after, The March of Time and This Is America were both forced to end production, undone by the growing popularity of television. Stanley had been lucky to get the chances he did, but it also left him without work. He had to start drawing unemployment cheques but continued to educate himself in the movies with Alex Singer’s guidance. More than anything, he wanted to move to feature film-making. So he kept busy. He developed his approach to story writing and the business of cinema, filling notepads with his ideas for scripts and his thoughts on film as a profit-making industry. Some of them appear deeply personal:58

         
            The precise instant of absolute success for a director may be judged when he is allowed to film a literary classic which he does not understand too well, and which is anyway impossible to film properly due to complexity and elusiveness of its form of content. It is essential that the book be in excess of six hundred pages, and the budget in excess of six million dollars.

         

         Stanley also continued to write self-reflexive semi-autobiographical story ideas using his friends, family, and personal encounters with the people and places of New York as inspiration for a range of crime thrillers and psychosexual dramas. Locations across New York City, specifically the streets of Greenwich Village, inspired Stanley, who located his stories in its cafés, bars, parks, and apartments. He was fascinated by the interplay between the urban environment and the crime/thriller genre influenced by Weegee and Jules Dassin. His stories show his developing interest – even morbid fascination – with obsessive love, sex, jealousy, revenge, ambiguity, ambition, violence, and death. In addition to the stories are a series of incomplete script drafts with such suggestive titles as ‘The Married Man’, ‘Jealousy’, and ‘A Perfect Marriage’, which reveal what would be lifelong concerns. Indeed, one of his creatively ‘staged’ photographic assignments for Look in late 1950, before he left, had been titled ‘Jealousy: a Threat to Marriage’.

         His stories blended maturity with puerile humour. Like General Ripper in Dr. Strangelove, he doodled and sketched a series of anagrams and puns: ‘sexesex’ and ‘Pervert’ and ‘Trevrep’, ‘cinam’ ‘evisserped’, ‘Manic Depressive Studios Inc.’. On the reverse of one of the pages is a mock-up of a film poster with the words:

         
             

         

         A STORY OF SIN, SEX, AND SPORTS

         THE NYMPH AND THE MANIAC

         STARRING: STAN.DUP, BEND.OVER, MARY McGOON.

         
             

         

         One sexually and Oedipally charged story contains a set-up involving emotional blackmail between a niece and her uncle that would later be elaborated in ‘Along Came a Spider’, ‘The Nymph and the Maniac’, and eventually, Killer’s Kiss. The Boy is in love with ‘The Girl’, but she 59must marry the uncle. The Girl is ‘sexually open – intellectual type – a bit on the obscure? Side – poetic in her approach to life. Gentle yet very resilient in a womanly way. Accepts boys … warmly. Immediate physical response.’ ‘I’m looking for a girl I can love. These gwich [Greenwich Village] “things” become a bore after a while!’ The Boy declares. ‘The Boy’ is ‘walking streets taking pictures’. He ‘picks up girl – dumb 5+10 – tells her he wants to photograph; is disgusted with himself afterwards’. And so on, drawing on Stanley’s life and few sexual experiences. Throughout many of these early scenarios, Stanley returns to themes of sexual conquest and post-coital self-loathing, with sex and love always viewed through the eyes of a photographer.

         These jottings hold seeds of ideas that will be planted into the films to be made. The uncomfortable autobiographical elements would be sublimated into stories of self-destruction, failure, power misused, domesticity under stress, deep longing, and even the end of the world or the discovery of new worlds to come. But all that lay ahead of him. For now, Stanley was excited to see his short movies on the screen. He later told an interviewer, ‘this would be it, I’d get millions of offers of which I got none’. He concluded that shorts, no matter how good, were not the path to successful film-making. To gain a foothold in the industry, he had to make a feature and he needed to be in control of all aspects of production. In early 1951, he announced that he was already working on his next project – a feature-length war movie.

      

   


   
      
         
60
            5

            ‘A bumbling amateur film exercise’

1951–1953

         

         In an interview with the New York Times on 14 January 1951, Kubrick spoke about his first feature film. Backed by finances from his family and with a screenplay about ‘four soldiers in a battle who are trapped behind enemy lines’, he planned to fly out four professional ‘but not known-name actors’ from Broadway. He had ‘figured out every camera angle’, which would be conveyed to a professional cinematographer – because he was not in the union and could not be his own cinematographer – who would agree in advance to follow his blueprints. He would direct and produce the film and do everything else. He was scouting locations ‘in some wooded area of southern California’ and was confident that shooting would run smoothly and be concluded within fifteen to twenty-one days. He stated that he had the confidence to become a film-maker because of the number of bad films he had seen, remarking, once again, ‘I don’t know a goddamn thing about movies, but I know I can make a better film than that.’ He said this often and, at this point, he had the confidence to lay out a complete plan for his first shoot. These plans, as outlined by a naive young Stanley, were a far cry from the director he would become. Blueprints would be seldom laid out in advance and shooting would rarely proceed smoothly. But that was all to come.

         For this, his first feature, Stanley had a budget of $50,000, which he raised from his uncle, Martin Perveler, Gert’s brother, who had organized a syndicate for the film, putting up most of the cost himself. With the burning intent to make his film, Kubrick had the numbers figured out, telling Jeremy Bernstein in the mid-1960s that he innocently thought he could make the film for next to nothing: ‘I … found out how much feature films were being made for … millions, and I had calculated I could make a feature film for about ten thousand dollars … At this point I was 61the whole crew, cameraman, assistant cameraman, you know, director, everything. So I had no costs.’

         Stanley chose to locate the production in the San Gabriel mountains in California because he’d be closer to his patron uncle, so that he could tap him for more money if he ran out. It also meant that Perveler, who lived close by, could keep an eye on his nephew. He had already invested a further $9,000 and received credit as an associate producer. The contract Perveler offered stipulated that Stanley would have to pay him a percentage of the profits, not only of this film but of all his subsequent films as well. Stanley, even then a canny, if callow, operator, flatly refused to sign it because it meant he would be paying his uncle for the rest of his professional life. He negotiated more favourable terms and Perveler ultimately relented and signed on for the one film. Stanley was in practice for driving a hard bargain. To meet the remainder of the budget, Stanley’s father cashed in a life insurance policy.

         Shape of Fear, as the project was now called, was initially budgeted at approximately $10,000. Stanley had calculated that it would cost him a mere $25 per day to hire a silent 35 mm Mitchell camera, together with four lenses. ‘I went to the Camera Equipment Company at 1600 Broadway … and the owner, Bert Zucker, spent a Saturday morning showing how to load and operate it. So that was the extent of my formal training in movie camera techniques.’ Among Kubrick’s personal papers, there is even a diagram of the interior of the camera and how to load the film. ‘Note: OIL all moving parts every thousand feet. Ask about this,’ Stanley had written in capital letters. He also storyboarded the screenplay, shot by shot, so as not to waste a single precious frame of film. By renting a silent camera with no recording facility, he delayed the decisions about sound until post-production, which would prove a costly mistake. He hired four Mexican labourers to carry the equipment. The crew he assembled was skeletal and made up of non-professionals. Stills from the production show the actors applying their own make-up. Toba was also there to lend support with her secretarial and typing skills. In addition to her administrative support, she acted as the ‘dialogue director’ and played a small role on screen as a fisherwoman.62

         The cast, largely unknown, included friends and collaborators from Greenwich Village, such as Paul Mazursky, then known as Irwin. Howard Sackler had spotted the twenty-year-old senior at Brooklyn College in an off-Broadway production called He Who Gets Slapped. Sackler rang him at home: ‘You were quite good. I’ve written a screenplay, and I think you’re perfect for the role of Sidney.’ Mazursky went round to Stanley’s apartment the following day. ‘The door opens, and there is an intense dark-haired girl about my age. She’s wearing leotards. And to make matters even more exotic, there is a black dog standing next to her. The dog looks as if he’ll attack at any moment.’ Mazursky then recalled being greeted by ‘a rumpled young man with black hair and intense eyes standing in a corner. He’s in his early twenties. “Hi. I’m Stanley Kubrick; would you please read for me?” No small talk, barely a handshake, and before I know it, I’m reading with this Kubrick guy … I don’t try anything fancy, just a very emotional, borderline psycho performance, complete with hysterical laughter.’ Stanley gave him the part and told him he’d need to travel to California the following Monday on a non-scheduled flight out of Newark. ‘I’d never met a guy like this Kubrick. He seemed so mature, so determined. A man who knows what he wants and will probably get it. He reminded me of John Garfield, [playing an ambitious violinist] in [the 1946 film] Humoresque.’

         Frank Silvera was the only member of the cast who had experience in major films, having already appeared in a couple of movies, and was about to play alongside Marlon Brando and Anthony Quinn in Elia Kazan’s Viva Zapata! Kenneth Harp and Steve Coit filled the two other roles. The fashion model Virginia Leith was cast in the role of the girl who Mazursky’s character, the mad Sidney, ties to a tree. Kubrick had met her when he photographed her for the cover of Look magazine. Overall, ‘with the exception of one or two of the actors they were all terrible’, Kubrick admitted.

         In February, they flew to Los Angeles to make the film, which escalated costs combined with the additional expense of putting everyone up. The actors were paid $100 a week plus room and board, which Stanley hoped to defer because many of them were his friends. With such an inexperienced cast and crew (Silvera aside), the shoot was ‘never easy’. ‘I 63didn’t really know anything,’ Kubrick said. With little budget for things like effects and atmosphere, Stanley had to improvise. To create fog for one scene, he used a crop sprayer – but it was still filled with insecticide and nearly asphyxiated everyone. Indeed, small crews in dangerous settings would not be unusual of Kubrick’s working practices as time went on. Yet, as Mazursky told it, there was no problem Stanley couldn’t solve. ‘If he needed a dolly track, for example, he would improvise by using a baby carriage to move the camera.’ Mazursky also remembered how brutal Stanley was when the money ran out. Driving to Martin Perveler’s house, Stanley exclaimed, ‘I’ll get the money out of that cheap bastard!’ He actually spat on the window to emphasize his point. He was livid. ‘It was Humphrey Bogart driving with Ida Lupino in High Sierra … I had never seen anything like it. I was twenty-one years old and Stanley was about twenty-three, and I had never seen a guy that age with that kind of determination. And he got the 5,000 bucks out of his uncle.’

         Once wrapped, in spring 1951, after a six-month shoot, Stanley began working on post-production. It would take more than a year, made even more difficult given the miscalculations he had made during production. He had to post-synch the sound and dialogue – every line spoken in the movie had to be re-recorded by the actors and matched to their mouth movements – as well as adding music and effects. While this had initially lowered the production costs, it ultimately contributed to an increase in the overall budget to over $53,500. He later admitted that post-dubbing the film was a big mistake, that he was indeed a beginner. ‘I just didn’t have enough experience to know the proper and economical approach.’ The increase in the budget required Stanley to seek completion funding and to try and find a distributor who would purchase the film, cover the remaining costs and, hopefully, ensure a profit. With his uncle tapped out, Stanley again approached Richard de Rochemont for help, who became, in effect, his silent partner. Taking no credit, de Rochemont provided production services, handled the unions by paying unspecified ‘settlement costs’, and advanced an unknown sum of money. A Kubrick biographer described de Rochemont as ‘Kubrick’s benefactor, boss, and father figure’. ‘You know, we’re really Dick’s children,’ Stanley said.64

         Gerald Fried came on board again to score the film. True to form, Stanley didn’t pay him, or the twenty-three professional musicians hired to record the score, and the Local 802 branch of the American Federation of Musicians threatened to blacklist the film unless they received payment. Richard de Rochemont came up with $500 of his own money to placate the union, recouping the cash from the ever-generous Martin Perveler. Later, de Rochemont was officially assigned 2 per cent of Kubrick’s share of the profits. The final costs, as Kubrick told two interviewers, had come to $100,000. ‘Ten thousand things connected with film-making are harassing, but it was all worth the trouble,’ he later told People Today. He would ultimately revise that opinion and disown the film.

         As was his wont, Stanley officially credited himself as Shape of Fear’s producer, as well as director, photographer, and editor. In a statement to accompany the film’s promotion, he wrote: ‘the entire crew … consisted of myself as director, lighting, cameraman [in the end, he did become the film’s cinematographer], operator, administrator, make-up man, wardrobe, hairdresser, prop man, unit chauffeur, et cetera’. While the statement later briefly mentions the assistance of friends and his wife, Kubrick had downplayed the efforts of his collaborators. This intense necessity to assume total credit for his work was part youthful exuberance and part an ever-growing need to exert control.

         That control resulted in a film that is both amateurish and sophisticated. It is a tale of fear and confusion, of soldiers lost in ‘a country of the mind’ where the enemy they seek is themselves, played by the same actors. It is the first of many Stanley Kubrick films about doubles and is also one that shows his influences. The ‘lost patrol’ war film has a long history, starting with a film of that name in 1929 and John Ford’s The Lost Patrol in 1934. Nearer in time, Lewis Milestone’s 1945 A Walk in the Sun is a tale of a rag-tag group of soldiers trudging through Italy, told with a great deal of poetic dialogue. Samuel Fuller’s The Steel Helmet (1951) is a rough-hewn film about a lost patrol, made about the same time as Kubrick’s, and bears some similar characteristics. In addition, there are influences of other films and film-makers, including nods to Kazan, Kurosawa, Welles, Ophüls, Buñuel, Eisenstein, and De Sica. 65There are the film theories that he is trying out, especially the techniques of Pudovkin and Eisenstein, as shots collide with each other in rapid succession. When the patrol attacks an enemy outpost, where the characters are doubles of themselves, there is a fast collision of shots of guns firing, arms, faces, legs, and bodies on the ground. When Sidney shoots the girl, there is an Eisensteinian montage of his face edited from several different angles. It’s dynamic film-making, glorying in editing techniques, but Kubrick would not try this excess again, with the possible exception of the dancing Jesuses in A Clockwork Orange. The cut from the bone thrown in the air by the prehistoric hominid to an orbiting spacecraft in 2001: A Space Odyssey is breathtaking editing that transcends anything Eisenstein might have thought of. Otherwise, he would prefer the grace of a moving camera to the shock of rapid editing.

         With all this, the film manages to communicate an intensity of emotion and confusion – haltingly, sometimes awkwardly, but always with an engagement in experimentation and learning. It’s the set pieces of the films, what Kubrick would later call ‘non-submersible units’, that are best remembered: the attack on the enemy shack with its revolting images of spilt stew; and most especially, the enemy woman tied to a tree, left in the charge of Sidney, whose arousal and isolation drive him mad, and which ends with him murdering the woman. The attack on the General’s headquarters reveals the existential aspirations of the film. If hell is other people, then in Stanley’s and Sackler’s version, hell is us: because the General and his entourage are them, the same actors, drunk, slightly mad, the General ruminating on his fate, talking to his dog – who later laps up his master’s blood – waxing poetic. ‘What is a prison for me? I make a grave for others … Sometimes, as I look at these maps, I wonder if my own grave isn’t being planned.’

         Probing Fear and Desire, as it came to be titled, doesn’t reveal much depth. It remains an exercise in learning how to make a film. What is revealed is a hungry intellect, looking for cinematic answers that Kubrick doesn’t quite have yet. And, on a more immediate level, it reveals the difficulties accruing when making an expensive project on spec. ‘You try door after door when you hear voices you like behind them, but the knobs come off in your hand.’ So thinks Mac, as played by Silvera, as he 66travels down the river on a raft, attempting to find home base. Slightly overblown poeticism, but applicable to what Kubrick went through trying to find a distributor for his first feature-length film.

         
            
[image: ]Shooting his first feature, Fear and Desire (1951; released 1953). Sitting on the left is Kubrick’s first wife, Toba Metz.

            

         

         Kubrick began to reach out to major studios to try and interest them in the film. He had obligations to a variety of financiers, including his uncle and father, so he needed to sell the picture as soon as possible. But he met with little success and realized that making a feature film was far too costly without the backing of a major Hollywood studio. Increasingly worried about the precariousness of his finances, in June 1952, he anxiously wrote to his former professor of literature at Columbia University, Mark Van Doren. ‘I would not be overstating matters if I said that upon the financial outcome at the box office rests my chance for ever again being in a position to make another film,’ he admitted. He asked Van Doren to review the film, which he did, describing it as original, brilliant, and profound, claiming that ‘nothing like it has ever been done in a film before and it alone guarantees that the future of Stanley Kubrick is worth watching for those who want to discover high talent at the moment it appears’.67

         Needing to stay financially afloat and develop his résumé, Stanley returned to the world of documentary production, taking on any work for hire he could. In 1952, he told A. H. Weiler of the New York Times that he had worked on a short on the World Assembly of Youth made for the State Department; when he later sent his résumé to film critic Theodore Huff in February 1953, it claimed work on ‘misc. television and state dept. trivia’. By working on this project, Kubrick was an unwitting participant in the CIA-backed Cultural Cold War ideological struggle against the Soviet Union, but he did it for the money and the experience, not for ideology. Stanley was resigned to working as a documentary film-maker for the foreseeable future. ‘There’s no point in talking about my next picture until we see how “Shape of Fear” does both critically and financially,’ he stated. He ploughed the small income from these projects into finishing Shape of Fear. When it was ready, he screened it before a carefully selected group of friends and associates and submitted it for entry in the 1952 Venice Film Festival. In an accompanying letter, Stanley promoted it as a poetic drama of ‘“man” lost in a hostile world – deprived of material and spiritual foundations – seeking his way to an understanding of himself, and of life around him’. When it was screened there, he received a certificate of participation from the festival director.

         Meanwhile, Stanley began corresponding with Peter Mayer, an associate producer who throughout the 1940s had made low-budget features, many shot in Mexico, often with actors from the Dead End Kids or Bowery Boys series and mostly released by Monogram Pictures, one of the ‘Poverty Row’ studios. He thought that if he shot in Mexico, he could save a great deal of money. He wanted to film Conrad’s novels on the cheap. Ultimately, however, nothing came of the plan or his desire to make films of Conrad’s words.

         By September, he was working on an idea called Jamaica Story. Set in Kingston, Jamaica, it featured spouses: a novelist husband and painter-cum-aspiring ballet dancer wife meet in Greenwich Village. But the husband is a Jekyll-and-Hyde figure, prone to bursts of wild behaviour and fights, otherwise gentle, melancholic, and depressed. His father visits and attempts to seduce his daughter-in-law. Stanley was also 68thinking of filming a television pilot with Frank Silvera. Nothing came of either idea because, in October 1952, he accepted another assignment to work as an assistant director on an episode of a major five-part CBS television docudrama series about President Abraham Lincoln’s life. Titled Mr. Lincoln and produced by Richard de Rochemont, written by James Agee, and largely directed by Norman Lloyd, it had been commissioned for the newly conceived, prestige Omnibus series. Stanley saw an opportunity with Mr. Lincoln to further enhance his profile while earning some money. It was an important television project, financed by the Ford Foundation, and he was already acquainted with James Agee through a mutual friend, the photographer Helen Levitt. Behind the scenes, Louis de Rochemont approached Lloyd to hire Stanley, but Lloyd was initially hesitant. He had watched Shape of Fear at de Rochemont’s insistence and found it of dubious quality. He felt ‘the picture was not good, but the visual qualities were strong’. Kubrick was in the back of the screening, ‘hunched down, looking rather dark’. Not wanting to cause ‘complications’, Lloyd agreed to hire Stanley as a second-unit director for the mostly silent material to be filmed on location in Hodgenville, Kentucky, where the National Park Service kept a facsimile of Lincoln’s childhood home.

         Stanley travelled to Kentucky with three actors and a small crew. They included noted European documentary photographer Marcel Rebiere, camera operator Morris Hartzband, assistant cameraman Sol Negrin, and script supervisor Sacha Lawrence. Their task was to shoot the cabin and its interior, as well as the scenes of the young Lincoln learning to draw water from the well, passing Black slaves as he rode in the wagon, and his family sitting outside the cabin at night. Rebiere, though, spoke no English, and Stanley no French, so they depended on Lawrence to interpret. Language differences notwithstanding, in what would become a regular occurrence, Stanley antagonized Rebiere, the veteran cinematographer who believed he was supposed to be photographing the picture. ‘He shoots everything like it’s through a Rolleiflex,’ Rebiere groused. Sol Negrin ‘got pretty pissed off’, no matter that they shared a similar background, Sol being Jewish and from the Bronx. He recalled that Stanley ‘thought he was a big deal. And not only that, but he was 69condescending … We’re sitting at lunch and we’re talking about pictures. I had some question about a picture. “What do you know about a picture? You’re just an assistant,” Stanley blurted.’ Despite a successful career, Stanley’s insult stung Negrin for the rest of his life.

         On other occasions, Stanley’s temper got the better of him. Negrin recalled how:

         
            we’re shooting at Lincoln’s house in Kentucky. And you’re only allowed to work there from eight to five. Kubrick went wild … he had a pistol with him, a Luger, and he went in the back, he had an argument with the people from the government, the National Parks Service, that we had to get out of there. He got pissed off that we couldn’t shoot. So he goes in the back of the house and we hear the gun going off. Boom! And he’s yelling out our names! Hartaband – boom! Rebiere – boom!

         

         One night at dinner, Crahan Denton, the actor playing Lincoln’s father, had drunk too much and ‘couldn’t stand’. Kubrick was enraged but Denton yelled back at him. ‘Whoever called you a fucking director!’ ‘And he’s calling him all kinds of names,’ Negrin recalled. ‘And Kubrick, with that Addams look [Charles Addams, the Addams Family cartoonist] that he had at the time, with the hair, and a black sweater … he just looked at him and said nothing. He just took all that shit and nothing. I thought the actor was gonna get fired. But he [Kubrick] was only second unit.’

         These stories no doubt drifted back to Norman Lloyd, but it was when Kubrick spoke to a local journalist that he overstepped the mark. The resulting article in the Louisville Courier-Journal, ‘The Lincoln Story Breaks into TV’, inflated his prominence on the project with such subheadings as ‘The Cameraman Spoke No English and the Director Knew No French’, suggesting that he was the director of the series. When Lloyd found out, he was furious and ordered Kubrick back to New York once the second-unit directing was completed. Stanley’s insistence on control breached protocol – his minor role in the production did not even merit a screen credit – resulting in a small disaster. ‘I found it very amusing because the indication was that he was making the picture,’ 70Lloyd recalled. Oblivious to the aggravation he was causing, Kubrick even turned up at the New Salem, Illinois, location and began criticizing the way Lloyd set up the shots. He then had the nerve to ask for more work, ‘but on the basis of the clippings I said “no thank you” … I knew he was going to be an enormous success; when you have an ego like that, at twenty-one, nothing will ever stop you’.

         The five episodes of Mr. Lincoln aired between November 1952 and February 1953 to high critical praise. Stanley had shot some excellent material recalling, according to one scholar, the landscapes of Life photojournalist W. Eugene Smith, and the close-ups of Arthur Rothstein and Walker Evans, and he was ultimately listed as the assistant to the producer.

         
            —————

         

         Stanley’s personal life took a turn around this time; he needed more than Toba could offer and he left her. Their marriage, already fragile, did not survive the ordeal of making Fear and Desire and they split in a Mexican divorce in 1951, before the film was completed. She eventually remarried Jack David Adler in 1955, taking his surname, and becoming Toba Etta Metz Adler. They went on to have two children and she remained lifelong friends with Gert. Toba died in Louisville, Kentucky, in 2003.

         Stanley was now living alone for the first time in his adult life. Manhattan can be a very lonely place for singles, and Stanley attempted to rectify the situation. He tried to introduce himself to Carol Kauffman, a nursery school teacher who would later become Terry Southern’s girlfriend and eventual wife. She recalled how some guy called Stanley Kubrick had handed her a business card in a Greenwich Village bar. What his intentions were wasn’t clear. While still married to Toba, he had hit on Paul Mazursky’s girlfriend, an ‘attractive blonde with great goyish cheekbones and perfect suntanned legs’ called Betsy Purdy. She rejected Stanley’s advances, pushing him away, saying he was a married man. Mazursky was furious.

         Stanley continued to write about loneliness and sex. One story, ‘The Married Man’, bespeaks his sadness with Toba. ‘Can you imagine the 71horrors of living with a woman who fastens herself on you like a rubber suction cup? Whose entire life revolves around you morning, noon and night?’ In a script treatment called ‘Jealousy’, Stanley sketched notes on a couple’s catastrophic fight: ‘YOU’LL BE SORRY … HYSTERIA VENOMOUS … ADMIT INFIDELITY. LOUSY LOVER. SCREAMING[.] HUSBAND LEAVES.’ In a later scene, the wife leaves her husband, who ‘sobs like a frightened child’ and calls his mother.

         Stanley had more luck with a Viennese-born ballet dancer named Ruth Sobotka. They had met back in late 1946 when he photographed her for Look magazine and they both appeared in Hans Richter’s movie Dreams That Money Can Buy. Born in Vienna on 4 September 1925, Ruth was the daughter of stage actor Gisela Schönau and distinguished architect and interior designer Walter Sobotka, who was born in Vienna in 1888 to a well-off Viennese industrialist family. Walter’s parents owned the Stadlauer malt factory, which at the time was one of Vienna’s leading businesses. Walter was a student at the Technical Institute of Vienna and studied with Karl Koenig, a forerunner of the Bauhaus school in Germany. Following the Anschluss in 1938, he and his family emigrated to the US when Ruth was aged thirteen. At first they settled in New York, where he designed bentwood furniture for the Thonet Company and worked as a designer. At the start of the 1940s, he obtained a teaching position at Carnegie Institute of Technology in Pittsburgh, which he held until his retirement in 1958. He specialized in designing theatre interiors, as well as private homes.

         Ruth’s artistic career, influenced by her father, began at age six, when her playful dancing caught the attention of Walter Sobotka’s client, Hedy Pfundmayr, a Vienna Opera ballet dancer. Pfundmayr’s instruction and supervision provided young Ruth with the opportunity to appear in several productions at Vienna’s famous Burgtheater. By the age of thirteen, she was studying dancing under the ‘first dancer’ of the Viennese Opera. Once settled in the US, she attended Julia Richmond High School and graduated at the age of sixteen. She went on to the University of Pennsylvania and the Drama Department at Carnegie Institute of Design, where she majored in scenic design. Upon her return to New 72York City, she married Donald A. Boose on 23 October 1945, but the marriage had been annulled by the time she met Stanley. Two years later, she attended the American School of Ballet, and in 1947 was invited to join the Ballet Society under George Balanchine. She soon joined his fledgling New York City Ballet Company, appearing in many of his productions. She also danced in James Waring’s company and for major American choreographers. In 1951, she designed the costumes for and danced in Jerome Robbins’s ballet The Cage and played Robbins’s wife in Till Eulenspiegel. In subsequent years she designed costumes for other productions at the City Ballet, as well as at the Pennsylvania Ballet and the National Ballet, and continued to work as a costume designer for television dramas, plays, and ballets until her untimely death in 1967.

         Dark and voluptuous, smart, erudite, well-travelled, and glamorous, Ruth was full of youthful vitality. She was, in Stanley’s eyes, everything the sheltered and less sophisticated Toba was not. She was far ahead of him in her career, having already achieved artistic acclaim. While he was struggling to edit his Shape of Fear footage and hustling at chess in Washington Square Park to make ends meet, she was being lauded for her work on The Cage, which the New York Times called ‘easily the most important work of the season’. Stanley hoped to share such success. But when he met her again, in late 1952, she was waiting tables at the Limelight Café, a coffee house in the West Village, and wanted to become an actor after her ballet career. Stanley was convinced that Ruth, with her elegance and acquaintance with the artists and intellectuals of the New York avant-garde scene, would be far more fitting as the wife of an up-and-coming director than his nice, safe, middle-class Jewish wife, Toba. ‘Physically, they were both kind of good-looking,’ Alex Singer said of Stanley and Ruth. They were ‘well suited’ and ‘perfectly mated’.

         By 1953, Stanley had moved into Ruth’s 222 East 10th Street apartment in the East Village, between Second and First Avenue, a quiet neighbourhood populated by Ukrainians. ‘Ruth tried very hard to make that apartment into a very nice place,’ David Vaughn recalls. ‘[She] used to call Stanley “Cupcake” … the pet name he was known by in the ballet company at the time when Ruth started her affair with him. Stanley used to go to performances to see her, and he hung out with the dancers 73at their parties.’ He appeared nightly, standing silently in the narrow wings at City Center in his dishevelled and tattered ankle-length overcoat and frayed beard, watching Ruth. He reminded the other dancers of a ‘homeless bum’, and when not calling him ‘cupcake’, they called him ‘el Stinko’. Balanchine didn’t like him, and would sniff, ‘Dirty man with beard!’ Undeterred by her mentor’s distaste, perhaps even spurred on by it, Ruth encouraged Stanley to grow his hair and shop for bohemian clothes, giving him the contemporary look of a politically radical member of the film industry. The couple went to the movies together, and both became good friends with Ruth’s ex-roommate David Vaughn:

         
            The three of us spent a lot of time in Times Square in those days. Stanley frequented the chess parlours on 42nd Street. Ruth and I would pick him up after his game and we would go to the movies in the flea pits on 42nd Street night after night. Stanley wanted to see every movie, but if one showed signs of having more dialogue than he cared to listen to, he would read his newspaper by whatever glimmer of light he could find.

         

         Ruth immersed Stanley in the Village’s thriving coffee-house and avant-garde scenes, where he made important connections for his future career, such as playwright Jack Gelber and Shirley Clarke, who began as a dancer in the New York avant-garde modern dance movement before studying film-making with Hans Richter, becoming part of a circle of independent film-makers in Greenwich Village that included Maya Deren, Stan Brakhage, Jonas Mekas, and Lionel Rogosin. Clarke once described herself as the female Stanley Kubrick. ‘He’s from New York, his father had money, and then he heard the call.’

         Leon Vitali, Kubrick’s long-time assistant later in life, explained how ‘Ruth was very open to finding stuff and helping Stanley in that way. She was a “muse” … Her intellect attracted him.’ In the stacks of paperbacks featuring European writers he gathered during this time, he discovered Arthur Schnitzler, whose Traumnovelle would be a lasting influence, along with Stefan Zweig, whose work he wanted to film, and Sigmund Freud, who lurks in the background of all of Kubrick’s films. Stanley, shy and certainly no womanizer, was thinking of marriage soon after 74meeting Ruth; the aim, his many friends believed, of all his emotional entanglements. ‘His pursuit of women was mostly a distraction,’ James Harris, his future business partner, said. ‘His attitude was: “It’s easier to be married, and get down to work.”’ Those who knew and worked with him said he was very shy around women and found it hard to talk to them. ‘I don’t think he can talk to women,’ said Adrienne Corri, who appeared in A Clockwork Orange. ‘I think you fall into various categories: you are a wife and mother; you have great tits … very few of them have brains.’ Ruth was none of those, rather a bright and inquisitive artist. ‘She was closer to the sort of person who made some kind of sense being with Stanley. She was part of the artist’s world,’ Alex Singer said. But she was, recalls one ballerina from New York City Ballet’s early days, worldly and rebellious. She didn’t worry about Balanchine’s sensitivities; she flaunted her boyfriends. ‘Ruth advised us about sex,’ she said, ‘“the curse” [monthly menstrual periods], and how to handle boyfriends. All the corps de ballet girls doted on her. She was rumoured to have had the prince of Monaco as a beau.’ This did not bode well for Stanley and his relationship with Ruth.

         
            —————

         

         Stanley turned back to finding a distributor for Shape of Fear following a year of rejections from every other distributor. On 16 November 1952, he wrote to Joseph Burstyn, a Polish-born independent distributor of quality foreign films, who had, with his partner Arthur Mayer, imported a series of extraordinarily influential films that introduced Italian neorealism and location-shooting to US film-makers. He also distributed low-budget productions by some of Stanley’s New York contemporaries, like Sidney Meyers’s The Quiet One and Ray Ashley, Morris Engel, and Ruth Orkin’s Little Fugitive. Burstyn had an eye for exploitation and his Supreme Court win, lifting the censor’s ban on the Italian film The Miracle, made him confident and fearless, and open as well to a newcomer’s film featuring a woman tied to a tree.

         Kubrick may have been introduced to Burstyn through Herman G. Weinberg. An important name in the New York film scene, Weinberg 75worked for Titra Film Laboratories, Inc., burning subtitles onto the release prints of French and Italian art films. Among those he had worked on were several of Burstyn’s releases, including Rome, Open City and The Flowers of St. Francis. Weinberg had connections to the Museum of Modern Art Film Library and wrote for most of the serious film journals, such as Films in Review, Sight and Sound, and later Film Culture, which he helped launch in 1954. Weinberg was also a founding member of the Film Circle (later the Theodore Huff Memorial Film Society), an informal group of friends that also included William K. Everson, Seymour Stern, Bob Youngson, Charles Turner, Bill Kenly, and Huff himself, who all worked in the trade, and had access to prints and a free 35 mm screening room. They met weekly and claimed Kubrick as an alumnus, one of the ‘successful directors who learned their basics with old film’ at their screenings. To return the favour, in 1953, Kubrick snapped the portrait that appears on the cover of Weinberg’s memoirs. Later, after he returned to New York following the production of Spartacus, Everson says not only did Kubrick attend screenings but he also contributed a few days of photography to Captain Celluloid vs. the Film Pirates, a serial spoof on which various members of the Film Circle worked in the early 1960s. In addition to the more conventional film industry contacts, Kubrick was now connected to New York’s community of film scholars and historians.

         On 26 March 1953, Fear and Desire previewed at the upmarket Guild Theater in New York before several of the city’s critics. It had taken three years to move from development in 1950, to production in 1951, through distribution in 1952 and 1953. It was preceded by a short, Royal Destiny, a British documentary about Queen Elizabeth II. Stanley Kubrick had his first full-length feature film on the big screen, but its reception left much to be desired. ‘It opened and it was pretty apparent … that it was terrible, you know,’ he told an interviewer later. Kubrick’s friend, film-maker Curtis Harrington, remembers its ‘disastrous’ initial screening in New York: ‘The film was not well received. There were giggles in the wrong places, and it all seemed overdone and overwrought.’ Harrington spotted Stanley in the aftermath of the grim preview. He was crying. ‘The film was so badly received that Stanley had 76burst into tears. I could never forget this touching vulnerability.’ ‘Pain is a good teacher,’ Stanley said of his debut feature years later. ‘It got a few reasonably good reviews. It got a nice blurb from Mark Van Doren, who was very kind about it.’ But it was ‘very, very dull … it had a few … good moments.’ According to Bret Wood, in response to the bad reaction Kubrick cut some nine minutes from the film. These edits, he says, made Fear and Desire less of a metaphysical experience and more of a conventional war picture.

         Not everyone was negative. After seeing the movie, Stanley and respected critic James Agee had a drink in a Sixth Avenue bar in the Village. ‘There are too many good things in the film to call it arty,’ Agee told him. But the New York Herald Tribune suggested that Stanley had been ‘carried away on the wings of [his] own zeal into images too revolting for useful dramatic purpose, into hyperbole too elliptical to grasp in the form of movie dialogue and action’, while the New Yorker wrote that ‘Mr. Kubrick, seeking out to demonstrate that he disapproves of war … proceeds to talk his prejudice to death.’ However, the New York Times referred to Stanley’s ‘fresh talent’ and ‘the audacity of youth’ demonstrated by this ‘tiny group of young, independent film makers’. ‘If “Fear and Desire” is uneven and sometimes reveals an experimental rather than a polished exterior,’ the reviewer A. H. Weiler wrote, ‘its over-all effect is entirely worthy of the sincere effort put into it.’ The script is ‘occasionally turgid and overly poetic’, and the direction is ‘far from inspired’, still ‘Mr. Kubrick’s professionalism as a photographer should be obvious to an amateur … it augurs well for the comparative tyros who made it’.

         For its second run, Fear and Desire was double-billed with a film called The Male Brute, tagged ‘the story of a French Prostitute’. Working in concert with Burstyn, Stanley cannily marketed his movie based on Virginia Leith’s sex appeal, personally snapping a suggestive photograph of her and plastering it prominently on the film’s advertisements. ‘Defenceless and tied to a tree, Virginia Leith, as the strange half-animal girl, faces the dramatic climax of “Fear and Desire”, a film about four desperate men trapped in a forest,’ the programme read. ‘The wolves are breathless about Virginia Leith’ was the quote by that lurid phrasemaker and 77gossip columnist Walter Winchell that accompanied one ad. It helped that Life had profiled Leith, and hence the film, in its 11 May 1953 issue, featuring Kubrick’s portrait of the actor, with her blouse open and her breasts partially exposed. Thus began Stanley’s burgeoning career as a film marketer, among his many other roles. True to form, Boxoffice reviewed the film under the category of ‘exploitips’, drawing attention to Stanley’s guerrilla credentials and calling him a ‘semiprofessional’. It described the film as a ‘grim, moody and depressing war drama’, which was ‘strictly adult fare, suited only to a few key city art houses’. It was reviewed alongside films such as Bad Blonde, Guerrilla Girl, and Raiders of the Seven Seas, films that are long forgotten, as Stanley wished his would be.
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