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            INTRODUCTION

         

         In 1969, the American Film Institute held the first of what would be an ongoing series of intimate conversations between Hollywood professionals and AFI conservatory students. These became the Harold Lloyd Master Seminars, named in honor of their very first guest.

         As Hollywood’s day-to-day working insiders, the men and women who have participated in the seminars represent the complete life of Hollywood throughout its history. All are experts in their fields. They are the artists, the craftspeople, the producers, the salesmen. Some are famous, others obscure. They speak with the attitudes of their own time, but they speak with authority.

         There have been many attempts to tell the story of Hollywood, but there is simply no other spoken accounting of Hollywood as extensive as AFI’s. There never will be.

         We were granted total and unprecedented access to the AFI’s Harold Lloyd seminars, oral histories, and complete archives, which feature more than three thousand guest speakers and total nearly ten thousand hours of conversation. To our knowledge this represents the only comprehensive firsthand history of Hollywood, which is to say, the true story of Hollywood, told not by outsiders, academics, historians, revisionists, or fantasists prone to legend, but by those who are singularly qualified to understand it, the filmmakers themselves.

      

   


   
      
         
            THE SPEAKERS

         

         
            JJ Abrams, director, producer, writer

            Ken Adam, art director

            Robert Aldrich, director, producer

            Scott Alexander, writer, producer

            Dede Allen, editor

            Robert Altman, director, producer, writer

            Preston Ames, art director

            Paul Thomas Anderson, director, producer, writer

            Julie Andrews, actress

            David Ansen, critic

            Sam Arkoff, producer

            Hal Ashby, director, editor

            Gertrude Astor, actress

            Sean Baker, director, producer, writer, editor

            Lucille Ball, actress

            Nira Barab, actress, director

            Warren Beatty, actor, producer, director, writer

            William Beaudine, director

            Rudy Behlmer, film historian

            Lawrence Bender, producer

            Ben Benjamin, agent

            Jack Benny, actor

            Pandro Berman, producer, studio executive

            Elmer Bernstein, composer

            Bernardo Bertolucci, director, writer, producer

            Kathryn Bigelow, director, producer, writer

            Henry Blanke, producer

            Jason Blum, producer

            Budd Boetticher, director, writer

            Peter Bogdanovich, director, writer, producer, film historian

            Margaret Booth, editor

            Robert Boyle, art director

            John Brahm, director

            Mel Brooks, director, producer, writer

            Richard Brooks, director, producer, writer

            David Brown, producer

            Jerry Bruckheimer, producer

            Charles Burnett, director, producer, writer

            Michael Caine, actor

            Ridgeway Callow, assistant director

            Donn Cambern, editor

            James Cameron, director, producer, writer

            Dyan Cannon, actress

            Marie Cantin, executive producer

            Mark Canton, producer, studio executive

            Frank Capra, director, producer, writer

            Teete Carle, publicist

            Leslie Caron, actress

            Diahann Carroll, actress

            John Cassavetes, director, producer, writer, actor

            Charles Champlin, journalist, critic

            David Chasman, studio executive

            David Chierichetti, costume designer, film historian

            Caldecot Chubb, producer

            Michael Cimino, director, producer, writer

            Shirley Clarke, director

            George Clooney, director, actor, producer, writer

            Anne V. Coates, editor

            Merian C. Cooper, producer, director

            Roger Corman, producer, director, writer

            Stanley Cortez, director of photography

            Sherrill Corwin, exhibitor

            Joel Cox, editor

            John Cromwell, director

            Floyd Crosby, director of photography

            Cameron Crowe, director, producer, writer

            George Cukor, director, producer

            Frank Darabont, director, producer, writer

            Bette Davis, actress

            Olivia de Havilland, actress

            Bruce Dern, actor

            I. A. L. Diamond, writer

            Denise Di Novi, producer

            Edward Dmytryk, director

            Stanley Donen, director, producer

            Gordon Douglas, director

            Melvyn Douglas, actor

            Philip Dunne, writer, producer

            Minta Durfee, actress

            Alan Dwan, director

            Clint Eastwood, director, actor, producer, composer

            Blake Edwards, director, producer, writer

            Harlan Ellison, writer

            Robert Evans, studio executive, producer

            Peter Falk, actor

            Jon Favreau, director, producer, writer, actor

            Paul Feig, actor, director, producer, writer

            Verna Fields, editor

            Lucy Fisher, studio executive, producer

            George Folsey, director of photography

            Henry Fonda, actor

            Jane Fonda, actress

            Carl Foreman, writer

            Sidney Franklin, director, producer

            Mike Frankovich, studio executive, producer

            Arthur Freed, producer, songwriter

            Morgan Freeman, actor

            Friz Freleng, cartoonist

            William Friedkin, director, producer, writer

            Sam Fuller, director, producer, writer

            Lee Garmes, director of photography

            Tay Garnett, director

            Bob Gazzale, American Film Institute president

            Larry Gelbart, writer

            Hoot Gibson, actor

            Lillian Gish, actress

            Richard Gladstein, producer

            Jeff Goldblum, actor

            Lawrence Gordon, producer

            Lee Grant, actress, director

            Brian Grazer, producer

            Johnny Green, composer, conductor, music director

            Peter Guber, studio executive, producer

            Conrad Hall, director of photography

            Tom Hanks, actor, producer, director, writer

            Aljean Harmetz, journalist

            Curtis Harrington, director

            Henry Hathaway, director

            Howard Hawks, director, producer

            Edith Head, costume designer

            Amy Heckerling, director, producer, writer

            Jerome Hellman, producer

            Buck Henry, writer, actor, director

            Jim Henson, director, producer, writer, puppeteer

            Katharine Hepburn, actress

            Charlton Heston, actor

            Charles Higham, film historian

            George Roy Hill, director

            Arthur Hiller, director

            Alfred Hitchcock, director, producer, writer

            Dustin Hoffman, actor

            Dennis Hopper, actor, director, writer

            Harry Horner, art director

            Ron Howard, director, actor, producer

            James Wong Howe, director of photography

            Gale Ann Hurd, producer

            John Huston, director, producer, actor, writer

            Nessa Hyams, casting director

            Rick Ingersoll, office boy, publicist

            Paul Ivano, director of photography

            James Ivory, director, writer, producer

            Honore Janney, script timer

            Nunnally Johnson, writer, producer, director

            Neil Jordan, director, producer, writer

            Stan Kamen, agent

            Fay Kanin, writer

            Bronislau Kaper, composer

            Larry Karaszewski, writer, producer

            Jeffrey Katzenberg, studio executive

            Elia Kazan, director, producer, writer, actor

            Diane Keaton, actress

            Harvey Keitel, actor

            Gene Kelly, actor, choreographer, director

            Kathleen Kennedy, producer, studio executive

            Henry King, director

            Arthur Knight, film historian

            Don Knox, film historian

            Howard W. Koch, producer, studio executive

            Arnold Kopelson, producer

            László Kovács, director of photography

            Stanley Kramer, producer, director, writer

            Milton Krasner, director of photography

            Richard LaGravenese, writer, director

            Gavin Lambert, writer, critic

            Jon Landau, producer

            John Landis, director, producer, writer

            Fritz Lang, director, producer

            Sherry Lansing, studio executive, producer

            Alex Lasker, writer

            John Lasseter, director, producer, writer, studio executive

            David Lean, director, producer, writer

            Alfred Lebovitz, camera operator

            Spike Lee, director, producer, writer, actor

            Mitchell Leisen, director, producer, costume designer

            Charles LeMaire, costume designer

            Jack Lemmon, actor

            Mervyn LeRoy, director, producer

            Joseph E. Levine, producer

            Barry Levinson, director, producer, writer

            Jerry Lewis, director, producer, writer, actor

            Lynne Littman, director

            Harold Lloyd, actor

            Norman Lloyd, actor

            Joseph Losey, director, producer, writer

            Jean Louis, costume designer

            David Lynch, director, producer, writer

            Barré Lyndon, writer

            Adrian Lyne, director

            Ranald MacDougall, writer

            Shirley MacLaine, actress

            Rouben Mamoulian, director, producer

            Abby Mann, writer

            Daniel Mann, director

            Michael Mann, director, producer, writer

            Frank Marshall, producer, director

            Garry Marshall, director, producer, writer, actor

            Penny Marshall, director, producer, writer, actress

            Mardik Martin, writer

            Sam Marx, writer

            Paul Mazursky, director, producer, writer, actor

            Leo McCarey, director, producer, writer

            John McTiernan, director, producer

            Mike Medavoy, studio executive, producer, agent

            Daniel Melnick, studio executive, producer

            Sue Mengers, agent

            Ismail Merchant, producer

            Lewis Milestone, director, producer

            Anthony Minghella, director, producer, writer

            Vincente Minnelli, director, producer

            Hal Mohr, director of photography

            A. D. Murphy, journalist

            Marcia Nasatir, studio executive, producer

            David Newman, writer

            Mike Nichols, director, producer, actor

            Jack Nicholson, actor, director, writer

            Alex North, composer

            Lynda Obst, producer

            Barrie Osborne, producer

            Michael Ovitz, agent

            Al Pacino, actor

            Alan Pakula, director, producer, writer

            Alexander Payne, director, producer, writer

            Gregory Peck, actor

            Jordan Peele, director, producer, writer, actor

            Oren Peli, producer, writer, director

            Arthur Penn, director, producer

            Eleanor Perry, writer

            Jon Peters, producer, studio executive

            Julia Phillips, producer

            Michael Phillips, producer

            David Picker, studio executive, producer

            Frank Pierson, writer, director

            Eric Pleskow, studio executive

            Walter Plunkett, costume designer

            Sidney Poitier, actor, director

            Roman Polanski, director, writer, producer, actor

            Sydney Pollack, director, producer, actor

            Tom Pollock, studio executive, lawyer

            Abraham Polonsky, director, writer

            István Poór, director

            Edward Pressman, producer

            John Ptak, agent

            David Puttnam, producer, studio executive

            Mario Puzo, writer

            Anthony Quinn, actor

            Bob Rafelson, director, producer, writer

            David Raksin, composer

            Irving Rapper, director

            Rob Reiner, director, producer, writer, actor

            Walter Reisch, writer

            Ray Rennahan, director of photography

            Thomas Rickman, writer

            Owen Roizman, director of photography

            Robert Rosen, educator, film historian

            Lee Rosenberg, film agent

            Leonard Rosenman, composer

            Hal Rosson, director of photography

            Al Ruddy, producer

            Alan Rudolph, director, producer, writer

            Richard Rush, director, producer, writer

            David O. Russell, director, producer, writer

            Ann Rutherford, actress

            Joseph Ruttenberg, director of photography

            Gary Rydstrom, rerecording mixer, sound designer

            Adela Rogers St. Johns, writer

            Waldo Salt, writer

            Andrew Sarris, critic

            Dore Schary, producer, studio executive, writer

            Maximilian Schell, actor

            Richard Schickel, critic, director, producer, film historian

            John Schlesinger, director

            Paul Schrader, director, producer, writer, critic

            Budd Schulberg, writer

            Howard Schwartz, director of photography

            Martin Scorsese, director, producer, writer, film historian

            George Seaton, director, producer, writer

            John Seitz, director of photography

            Irene Mayer Selznick, daughter of Louis B. Mayer, Broadway producer

            Joyce Selznick, casting director

            Irene Sharaff, costume designer

            Hannah Sheeld, script girl

            Sidney Sheldon, writer

            Vincent Sherman, director

            Geoffrey Shurlock, Production Code director

            Joel Silver, producer

            Don Simpson, producer

            John Singleton, director, producer, writer

            Stacey Snider, studio executive

            Steven Soderbergh, director, producer, writer, director of photography, editor

            Steven Spielberg, director, producer, writer

            Lynn Stalmaster, casting director

            Donald Ogden Stewart, writer

            Vittorio Storaro, director of photography

            Meryl Streep, actress

            Barbra Streisand, actress, director, producer, writer, composer, songwriter

            Howard Strickling, publicist

            Karl Struss, director of photography

            Gordon Stulberg, studio executive, lawyer

            H. N. Swanson, agent

            Anthea Sylbert, costume designer

            Richard Sylbert, art director

            Ned Tanen, studio executive, producer

            Quentin Tarantino, director, writer, producer

            Norman Taurog, director

            Ella Taylor, journalist

            Joan Tewkesbury, writer, director

            Richard Thorpe, director

            Emily Torchia, publicist

            Robert Towne, writer, director, producer

            François Truffaut, director, writer, producer

            Dalton Trumbo, writer

            Camille Tucker, writer

            Kenneth Turan, critic

            
        Larry 
        Turman, producer
      

            William Tuttle, makeup artist

            Harry Ufland, agent, producer

            Jack Valenti, Motion Picture Association of America president

            Toni Vellani, producer, AFI conservatory director

            Gore Vidal, writer

            King Vidor, director, producer

            Paula Wagner, studio executive, producer, agent

            Robert Wagner, actor

            Hal Wallis, producer, studio executive

            Raoul Walsh, director, producer

            Harry Warren, songwriter

            Michael Wayne, son of John Wayne, producer

            Lawrence Weingarten, producer

            Eric Weissmann, lawyer

            Gareth Wigan, studio executive, producer, agent

            Crane Wilbur, actor, writer

            Billy Wilder, director, writer, producer

            John Williams, composer

            Irwin Winkler, producer

            Robert Wise, director, producer, editor

            Natalie Wood, actress

            Stephen Woolley, producer

            Fay Wray, actress

            William Wyler, director, producer

            Frank Yablans, studio executive, producer

            Saul Zaentz, producer

            Steven Zaillian, writer, director, producer

            Richard Zanuck, studio executive, producer

            Robert Zemeckis, director, producer, writer

            Fred Zinnemann, director, producer

            Laura Ziskin, producer, studio executive
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            CHAPTER 1

            BEGINNINGS

         

         RIDGEWAY CALLOW: This is the true story of Hollywood. The most cruel, most despicable town in the world. Ruthless. Completely heartless.

         RICHARD SCHICKEL: … or at least that’s the way people like to picture it …

         STANLEY DONEN: … but it’s a myth …

         GEORGE CUKOR: … there are all sorts of stories … usually untrue …

         STANLEY DONEN: … because it was simply a group of people who kept working there in those pictures, going from one job to another …

         HOWARD STRICKLING: … everything done carefully, thoughtfully, and in real detail. Everybody working together. We got on the same page, film by film. It was a business made up of creative, intelligent, hardworking people all united around our product. Our films. Our mutual interests.

         RAOUL WALSH: Work. That’s the true story of Hollywood. But who wants to hear it? They’re looking for something else. Who took off whose panties behind the piano while the director shot the producer in the head? People want to know stuff like that, even if it isn’t true.

         BRONISLAU KAPER: Hollywood drew envy. All that money and power. People liked to ridicule Hollywood. “Oh, that’s Hollywood.” Everything is “typical Hollywood.” “Oh, he’s going Hollywood.” Nobody says “He’s going San Francisco.” No. “He’s going Hollywood,” where everyone really secretly wanted to go.

         GEORGE CUKOR: Hollywood throughout the years was always a real stop on the bus. People were very interested in everything that went on in Hollywood. It was rich. It was exciting. It had all the glamorous people. Everybody wanted to come to Hollywood. But when they got here, they found these glamorous people had to get up at six in the morning and work until seven at night. From that point of view, it was a little disappointing.

         FRANK CAPRA: Hollywood! What the hell good could come out of a Hollywood? Three thousand miles west of the Hudson River, where nothing west of the Hudson was any good anyhow? A little town way out in the west, a little bit of a dusty burg called Hollywood? Ah, but here film was being made, being sold, being canned, being shipped. We invented it. We created it … this enormous thing that has the tremendous power to move and influence. An art form and a business. Hollywood!

         VINCENT SHERMAN: What started out as a nickel-and-dime, honky-tonk business grew to be a great industry. It gave employment to many people doing all kinds of jobs, all of which had to be coordinated and put together. Some great films were turned out during this period. A town was created as a result of the picture business: Hollywood. I would say that the films that Hollywood made stood at the forefront of the entire world. Hollywood became a legend.

         ALAN DWAN: In the beginning, of course, it wasn’t Hollywood. Films were being made all over the country: New York City, New Jersey, Florida, Chicago, St. Louis, Arizona and New Mexico, Oregon, San Francisco, and San Diego. Everywhere. And nobody knew they were going to work in the movies because there was no such thing, really, when they were born. Everybody originally planned to do some other thing to make a living.

         HAL MOHR: You couldn’t dream about being in a business that didn’t exist yet.

         TAY GARNETT: As a matter of fact, I don’t think it ever occurred to anybody that the movies would ever be a business.

         LEO MCCAREY: I planned to be a lawyer. I even practiced. I started out very young, and they mistook me for the office boy. I was a very poor lawyer. A discouraging factor in my legal career is that I lost every case. One day a client was chasing me down the street. I saw a friend of mine who called out, “What are you doing, Leo?” And I said, still running, “Practicing law.”

         RAOUL WALSH: I was an actor. I was terrible. Just terrible. It’s a wonder I wasn’t shot.

         CHARLES LEMAIRE: I was a song plugger. I was a soda jerk. I did all kinds of things.

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: I was kind of silly when I was young. I learned to play the trombone, first on a valve trombone and then on a slide trombone. And then I was told by everyone that ladies didn’t do that. Ladies didn’t play, you know, wind instruments, or they weren’t ladies.

         FRITZ LANG: I ran away from home when I was eighteen or nineteen. Anybody who wants to be somebody should run away from home. I wanted to be a painter, so I ran to Paris. I made a little money doing a stupid comedy act in a cabaret.

         HOOT GIBSON: I never had plans to be anything. I was born August 6, 1892, in a small town called Tekamah, Nebraska, on the eastern side of the Rosebud reservation. I was raised there. I went to school there through the seventh grade. I started riding my first horse when I was two and a half years old—well, my first pony. The country around Tekamah was made up of horses, cattle, and farming. I never took to farming very well, and cattle weren’t anything to me, but I was crazy about horses. I was always with the horses. That was my life. I just planned to live with horses and ride horses.

         FRED ZINNEMANN: Actually, I’m a disappointed musician.

         HOWARD HAWKS: I studied engineering in college … well, I didn’t like engineering. In my vacation from school time I drove race cars and I did a lot of flying.

         EDITH HEAD: Very simply, I lived in mining camps until I was ready to go to high school. I never went to grade school. I do not know the multiplication tables. I do not know the names of the capitals of the states. I know nothing that I should know. I had to tutor to get into high school, and then I went to California at Berkeley for four years and took my Master’s at Stanford. I majored in Romance languages, French and Spanish. I planned to be a language teacher.

         FRANK CAPRA: I went to Caltech to become an engineer. That was what I planned to be. It seemed to be dream enough.

         TAY GARNETT: I was a cartoonist.

         HARRY WARREN: I was always crazy about show business. I was a candy boy in the theater. I was an usher. I always wanted to be in show business. I don’t know why. Show business meant the theater, of course, not movies.

         ALAN DWAN: I planned to be an electrical engineer. I’d studied for it, and graduated from the university and was busy at it long before I thought of moving pictures.

         HAL MOHR: You may wonder how I got into the picture business. Or how anyone got into the picture business. Well, there was no way of getting in. There was no American Film Institute or university courses or anything of that nature … even any literature of any kind that had information in it. It was a case of finding the business. Stumbling into it if you weren’t looking to be in it. Forcing your way in if you did. That was it.

         HENRY HATHAWAY: To think about being in movies, first you had to see a movie. My mother sang for illustrated slides in Sid Grauman’s first theater in San Francisco. If they had slides with river scenes and riverboats, for instance, she’d sing “Down upon the Swanee River.” Sometimes she went out on the road, and once she was in San Diego with some company and they went broke and she was on her own with no way to get home. That was in about 1908. She looked in the want ads and saw an ad for a motion picture company that was forming. She applied for the job and got it. It was working with Broncho Billy [Anderson] … he was making those westerns, so my mother was suddenly in the movies, and the first motion picture that I ever saw was down on what they called the Promenade in Long Beach. They had two theaters there. There was a concession on that you paid a nickel or a dime to go into, and there was a little platform that resembled the observation car on a train. And it had a fence, and you’re sitting on the chairs like on the rear end of a train … you know, on the back end they had an observation car where you could sit and look at the scenery. There were eight chairs, and you went into the little theater and sat in those chairs. You were facing a screen in front of you, about eight feet across. You kind of sat up close to it. From behind you they projected on the screen a train trip. So you’re sitting there on the observation train, and you’re seeing a shot they took of going through woods and going through trees and going through gullies and going through gaps. You’re sitting on the train watching what’s going away from you as you pass by. And they had the sound of clickety-clack. I don’t know how they got it, ’cause they didn’t have sound in those days, of course. That was the first motion picture I ever saw.

         HAL MOHR: The first movie I ever saw was a shot of a railroad train coming towards the camera and passing the camera. Now, I was twelve years old, and I’d had magic lanterns and all that sort of thing, and I was an inquisitive kid. I wanted to know how everything worked. So when I saw this magic lantern on the screen and saw the train actually coming by with smoke coming out of the smokestack and everything, that was a miracle to me. I had no idea how it was done. So that became the aim of my life, to find out how that picture was made to move. It’s been the aim of my life ever since….

         So I got a part-time job, and the first man I ever worked for in San Francisco was [producer] Sol Lesser. Sol had a little junk film exchange, and I went to work for him. I wanted to find out what made these pictures move, so it was a natural course to go to the source. I got a job as a film inspector. When the film would come back from the theaters, we would rewind the reels by hand on rewinds and run the film through our fingers, feeling the sprocket holes on the edges, and if there was a crack in the sprocket hole, we’d stop and cement a little piece of celluloid on the sprocket hole so the film wouldn’t tear. I would go through fifty or sixty reels of film in the course of a day, winding this through my fingers and making splices.

         I worked as an editor—we called them film cutters. I did that for about a year, and I was still just a kid. I did a lot of photography whenever I could. I started learning all aspects of filmmaking. When a guy I worked for came down here to Los Angeles and went to work for Universal, I wandered down here, too. It was just about that time that the company was moving from Gower Street in Hollywood out to what is now Universal City. Universal became my home studio for many, many years. I was here for the opening of Universal Studios, which was in the winter of 1914–1915. No, maybe 1915–1916. No, it was 1914–1915.

         LEO MCCAREY: A friend of mine was an actor in pictures early on. I’d met him playing golf. I asked him how you could break into the movies. I’d take any kind of a job, I told him. So he got me a job keeping the script. I was a script girl and didn’t even know it! At the end of the picture, they were measuring me for jodhpurs!

         MARGARET BOOTH: Well, my brother was an actor on the Broadway stage, and he came out here to be in pictures and he was only here three months when he was killed. My mother and I were left alone. I was just sixteen years old. They said at the studio that they would help us out during the summer by giving me a job in their lab. I went there to work because I had to. It was Griffith Studio on Sunset and Franklin. [D. W.] Griffith worked there, Mary Pickford worked there, Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., worked there. I was learning to cut negative, and I used to look out and see all these people. I loved it so much that I never wanted to go to college or anything.

         RAOUL WALSH: I was trying to make a living as an actor. I dropped into an agency one time run by a fellow by the name of Bill Gregory. He wasn’t there, but his secretary was, and she said, rather hesitant, “Mr. Walsh, would you consider a job in moving pictures?” You see, in those days, stage actors never went near moving pictures. They wanted no part of it. But I had nothing else going on, so I said yes. “Can you ride a horse?” she asked. I said, “That’s my middle name.”

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: I was from Ohio. That was my home. I came out here because of sort of a bad left lung. I was sent here to get well, and it was so wonderful, so warm and nice out here all the time, you know, that I got slowly better and beat all that and everything, and then I didn’t want to go back. I wanted to stay here. In those days, Los Angeles—the whole area—was so beautiful, like a garden. So somebody took me for the first time to a picture studio, and it was in an old barn off Vine Street there in Hollywood. It was Universal. And it just looked like an old horse shed or something. The way you opened the door—there was a piece of old rope hanging there, and you pulled on that rope and stepped into the place, and then you went down into where they were shooting. They were making silent pictures, but boy, was it noisy in there! I thought it looked like a great lot of fun. I just figured the thing for me to do was stay here and do that myself, you know? Have all that fun. I didn’t know if there was a future in it or anything, but I was young enough that I could handle myself and do what I had to do. I got in with people who knew the works already, and I started to work extra. I worked with Griffith’s group in The Scarlet Letter…. I worked a day on that, and I got five dollars. Gee, for five dollars you could live swell out here then.

         PANDRO BERMAN: My father was sent to Kansas City, Missouri, as the branch manager of the old Metro Film Corporation long before MGM was ever heard of. I used to go around with my father to visit small neighborhood theaters at night when he used to sell film. Then he went to work for the World Film Corporation in 1916 as manager of the New York office, but before very long he was promoted to be general manager of sales for the entire United States, and that was when his career actually got underway.

         I remember quite clearly that my father organized and conducted the first junket that I think ever happened in the film business. He brought the censors from the various film-censoring departments of the various states, which at the time were numerous, to California at the expense of Universal to see one of those Erich von Stroheim pictures, which was considered at that time to be slightly dangerous censorwise. Somehow or other, he got them, as the result of this junket, to be more lenient in their attitude in the various states. He was a great salesman—a quality, incidentally, which I inherited none of. All of my relatives in the business used to sing the same song to me: “Never become a film salesman. If you ever want to work in this business, learn to make pictures, because that is the only place you will ever get any money.” So naturally I had my eyes set on that. I immediately persuaded my father to forgo any college plans that he had for me, which included the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania, and permit me to come to California at the age of eighteen in 1923, where he arranged for me to get a job at $25 a week as a flunky or third assistant director. And the first job I ever had, I worked for a director called Mal St. Clair.

         LEWIS MILESTONE: It was the war—World War I, that is—that brought me into the army, and I worked with the Signal Corps, and we had a motion picture lab there, and that’s where I started, really. By accident. That’s where I was introduced to films. Because we were making all sorts of pictures, you know, for the soldiers. On how to keep your teeth clean and all that business that the army gives you…. I assisted a great cameraman by the name of Lucien Andriot. Everybody in our outfit was from California…. I came out of the war in 1919 and went to California, and I got into this business…. It was a new business: the motion picture industry.

         FRANK CAPRA: I fulfilled my dream and graduated from Caltech as a chemical engineer, but when I came back to California after World War I, I couldn’t get a job in my field. I just couldn’t get a job anyplace, but I needed to work, so I got a job in show business as a gagman. For three years I had to write funny stuff for stand-up comics. A gag was something you had to think up, and in many cases you had to think up stuff to pantomime. That was harder than being funny with words, you see, because you didn’t have the words to help you. So I was thinking in humorous ways before I got to silent films. I was saving the money they paid me because I had in mind going back to Caltech and getting my doctorate in physics. Then I was offered an opportunity in the movies, and the money was better, and I thought, Well, if they wanted to pay me for those silly little things I was going to do … well, fine. I said to myself, “This is crazy. A graduate of Caltech who’s never seen the inside of a studio, who’s never been backstage, is making films for people? That’s crazy. It doesn’t make sense. Science, yes. But films?” It was one of the reasons I got what I wanted, because I could be arrogant. This wasn’t to be my career. I didn’t have to kiss anybody’s ass. I didn’t care. If they wanted to pay me for the crap I was doing, they must be nuts, but I didn’t care.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: Like most people in those days, I got into the picture business quite by accident. I was an office boy in a magazine company housed in the Flatiron Building in New York … 23rd Street and Fifth Avenue. There was a number of boys there who had jobs similar to mine, and I looked around and figured that I didn’t have the education to compete with them and I didn’t know how I was going to get it. I thought I’d better get out of there, because I had to get a better job. So I quit and went to an agency that sent me up to a place called the Famous Players Film Company. I had no idea what it was. The man said I could go to work, but I had to start that afternoon. Being a kid, I had wanted the afternoon off, but I said I’d stay. I worked until six o’clock and then went home. The next morning I got to work at a quarter to eight. The office, which had been absolutely devoid of people yesterday, was now getting rapidly filled with lots of people. In among them came Mary Pickford, Marguerite Clark, Harold Lockwood, Pauline Frederick, Hazel Dawn. These were all people I recognized, and I was enthralled. I always remember Justine Johnstone. She was a Follies girl and is now a biochemist … which is a hell of a switch.

         After a while, I started looking around to see which way I might be able to make steps. At that time, there were no assistant cameramen, at least not in New York. Ed Porter, who photographed The Great Train Rob­bery, was there. He was also part owner of the Famous Players Film Company, and he was a pretty busy guy. He had to load his own magazines, and he’d have to cut the film and sometimes develop it, and that plus all his administrative duties … he needed help to load the magazines and bring them out to him and unload the other ones and put them in cans. I saw a great opportunity in that.

         WALTER PLUNKETT: After I graduated from the University of California at Berkeley and I had told my dad being a lawyer was not for me, he nicely gave me a ticket to New York and sent me there. During college I was part of a little theater group. I acted, but I wasn’t a very good actor. In New York, I played a couple of small parts. In college, I had an interest in artwork, so I had become the “art director” for my little theater group, doing scenery and costumes. So I eked out a living by doing some costume designs for dancers and singers that I had met. Since things weren’t working out in New York, I came back to Hollywood in 1925. I worked extra in quite a few pictures, and I again added to that by doing some commercial art, little brochures and things for shops that were around in Hollywood, and a few costumes again for dancers and whoever might want something.

         Then in 1926, a designer I knew socially called me and said they had asked him to come over and possibly to organize a wardrobe department at the FBO [the film booking and distribution company that was acquired by Joseph P. Kennedy, Sr., in 1926], but they didn’t want to pay anything like his money. He suggested that they talk to me, so they called me and I made the appointment and went over, and they gave me the job. I think it was $75 a week, and I thought it was a tremendous amount of money at that time. It was so great to be working every day and guaranteed months ahead of time. In college, I had taken a course in the history of costume because I thought it might be of interest to me as an actor. If I should ever develop into a director or producer, it would be nice to know. So I felt I could do the job.

         PAUL IVANO: After I got gassed on the front in World War I in 1918 and I came out of the hospital, they wanted to give me an honorable discharge. I said, “Why? The war isn’t over. Isn’t there something else I could do?” They said, “Do you know anything about photography?” I said, “Well, I’ve taken pictures since I was eight years old. My father was a surgeon and a doctor and a very good amateur photographer, and I used to play around with him.” And so they put me in the photographic service of the American Signal Corps in Paris, where I met a lot of Hollywood people. I wound up with a guy who was supposed to be a motion picture cameraman, but he didn’t know anything about it. So I asked him, “Where did you shoot pictures?” And he said, “Don’t tell anybody. I wasn’t a cameraman. I was a projectionist in Chicago.” I said, “Well, this is different. Go sit down, and I’ll shoot the stuff.” I had never shot any motion pictures in my life, but I shot them. After all, it’s just photography. The next day the developing sergeant, who was in charge of the lab, said, “Who shot this stuff?” I told him the other guy, but he said, “No, this stuff is too good.” When I admitted I did it, he just said, “From now on, you’re the motion picture cameraman.” That’s how I started.

         HENRY BLANKE: My father was a very famous German painter, Wilhelm Blanke, and one day, Paul Davidson, the president of the UFA [the German film production company], called up our secretary and says, “We want Mr. Blanke to do a poster.” My mother said, “My husband doesn’t do posters,” but they kept on calling, calling, calling and Davidson says, “I would like to come out and see Mr. Blanke. I own forty paintings by him myself. We are doing a religious subject which he would be marvelous for.” So they came out. They had coffee. And my father said he would make a little poster sketch, and Davidson felt obliged to say to me, “If you ever want to work in motion pictures, please come and see me.” That was the end of it.

         After half a year—I was studying music and art right after the war, which Germany had lost—I went to Davidson, and I said, “You told me that if I want a job, I can have it,” and I got the job. Then he said, “What do you want to do?” I said, “I only want to work with one man, Ernst Lubitsch.” He says, “Lubitsch is now making The Mountain Cat in Bavaria. When he comes back, I’ll get you together. In the meantime, you can work here with So-and-So and So-and-So.” So this was the very beginning. I worked myself up the ladder. I carried coffee and did everything for everybody.

         Then I read in the paper that Paul Davidson and Ernst Lubitsch had left UFA and had joined the European Film Alliance to make pictures. So I went to the EFA studio, where Lubitsch was now starting The Wife of Pha­raoh, and I went to Davidson. He says, “What are you doing here? You are under contract with the other studio.” I said, “I quit.” And he took me by the arm, took me downstairs into the studio where Lubitsch was working, and he told Lubitsch the whole story. And Lubitsch says, “Come with me.” And I was with him there from that day on. And after a few pictures, The Wife of Pharaoh and The Flame, Lubitsch asked me, “Would you like to go to America?” And I said, “Yes.” And I had to ask my parents because I was underage, and they said, “Go ahead. God bless you.” And that’s how I arrived in 1922, in December, in America, when I had just turned twenty-one years old.

         HOOT GIBSON: I got a job at the Owl Drug Company. I delivered things, riding a bicycle. That is where I got the name of “Hoot.” It came from “Owl.” The boys started calling me Hoot Owl, and then it got down to Hoot, and Hoot has been with me ever since.

         I enlisted in the Tank Corps in World War I. I decided I wanted to do anything but walk, so I wanted to ride one of those iron horses. So I enlisted in the Tank Corps, and I never walked so many miles in my life. I came out of the Tank Corps as a sergeant in 1919.

         I went right out to Universal, where I had done stunt riding before the war. I got a part in a picture—a two-reeler—with Breezy Eason directing. I had a juvenile part in this picture, and it was bigger than the lead. Carl Laemmle [founder of Universal Pictures] saw the picture, and he wanted to know who that guy was. Somebody told him that I had been there with Harry Carey before and played a couple of parts that Harry Carey had given me—first man that had ever given me a part—and Laemmle said, “Well, give him a lead.”

         That’s the way I got started in two-reel westerns at Universal in 1919. I made over forty westerns in 1919 and part of 1920—altogether they ran about sixty westerns, and I directed and played in the lead in about thirty of them. Then I was graduated into full-length features, with Jack Ford—who is now John Ford, but we always called him Jack—as my first director. From then on I made eight pictures a year at Universal, up through and including 1930.

         HOWARD HAWKS: I got a job as a propman during the summers. I kept hanging around. I wrote titles for pictures over at Famous Players. They wanted to make forty pictures, and they asked me to find forty stories. I said, “If you’ve got some money, I can find forty stories.” So I bought two Zane Greys, two Rex Beaches, two Jack Londons, two Joseph Conrads. It was easy. You had the choice of everything. And I bought forty stories, and we made them, and they made more money than that company had ever made before. Then I went over to Metro, and I had charge of seventy writers. Then I got bored with that. Why work for twenty directors, each making about three pictures a year, when I could just go out and work on one for myself? So I quit. I went out to play golf, and I ran into the head of Fox and he said, “What are you doing?” and I said, “Playing golf.” He said, “No, I mean what are you doing?” and I said, “Playing golf.” He said, “Well, aren’t you working?” and I said, “No,” and he said, “Do you want to work for Fox?” I said, “I don’t want to do that.” … I meant “just do what I have been doing.” “I want to direct.” So he said, “Well, bring in any story you want to do.” I tried a very dramatic, downbeat kind of story, Road to Glory, and made the film. He said, “You showed you could direct, but for Christ’s sake make a picture people want to look at.” So I did a comedy story called Fig Leaves, and it got its cost back in one theater alone. And I always remembered what he said to me … make a picture people want to look at.

         EDITH HEAD: Schoolteachers at that time only worked nine months a year. I answered an ad in the paper for a designer to work on a [Cecil B.] DeMille picture during the summer. And I think about twelve of us answered. And all twelve of us got hired. We sat in rows. I think the picture was called The Golden Bed with Leatrice Joy. And I know we all sat in little rows with little pads in front of us and were told to design. We were all given the same thing to do. It was like an elimination contest. “All of you draw riding habits today, and the next day all of you draw something else.” One by one we dropped by the wayside, and finally there were only two or three of us left.

         I had walked in with a portfolio that wasn’t any of my own. Years and years and years and years ago, to be a sketch artist you had to have a portfolio showing that you could do men, women, children, and period. And at that moment I was studying seascape. And all I could draw was oceans. I needed a portfolio, so I asked everybody in my class for a few sketches on costume designing. And I had the most fantastic assortment you’ve ever seen in your life. When you get a class of forty to give you sketches…. I took the sketches in and showed them, and they said, “I have never seen such amazing talent in one person.”

         You know, when you are very young, you have no sense of morality, I guess, or what you should do. I thought it was rather amusing to get this big portfolio. It never occurred to me it was quite dishonest. And all the students thought it was fun, too, just like a dare, to see if they could help me get the job.

         KARL STRUSS: I went into the Air Corps service in World War I, in the aerial photography division. When I got out, I came right out to California because I heard of this motion picture company that was over at Elbow Beach. So I went over there. You could get a job, I was told.

         The West Coast moviemaking had hardly started then, but in those days, they had two directors of photography. They were called cameramen. One would shoot the American negative and the other the foreign negative. You see, they had two separate negatives, so that the foreign negative was complete in itself and the American negative was complete in itself. And when the picture was cut, the two matched. Those were the two camera jobs. The cameras would be running simultaneously, set out side by side, so they needed two men, but they said to me, “You haven’t made any motion pictures, so how can we put you on as a cameraman?” So just to get into the business, I started with Cecil B. DeMille, shooting still pictures. Eight by tens. If the only way to get in was to shoot stills, why, I’d shoot stills. They shot stills instead of taking frame enlargements because the movie frames were so small that the enlargement to eight by ten showed considerable grain. When a scene was over, usually before they made a new set-up, the still man would come in with his camera and set his camera in approximately the same place to encompass the same view that they had in the longer shot. And then move in closer. And with Mr. DeMille, after I had set it up, before I would shoot it, he would always check it himself. He’d see the negative upside down on the ground glass. He was used to that. These stills were used for advertising purposes. And we would take hundreds of them. For each set-up, we’d take about four exposures, and there’d be variations: moving in closer, four people in the scene, then three, then two, and so on. We would photograph the high points of the scene. Since there was no dialogue, we could sort of reconstruct the movie by making it look like the movie itself. Yes, I became a still photographer so I could become a moving picture cinematographer. You could move around in jobs back then.

         MERVYN LEROY: I was a lousy entertainer in vaudeville. I was in vaudeville for a long time, but my partner’s father passed away and we had to break up the act. I was stuck in New York, and I was broke. My cousin was Jesse Lasky, so I went up and asked him for a job. He didn’t want any relatives working in his studio, so he said, “Look, I’ll loan you some money.” I wanted to get back to California and I had only about five dollars in my pocket, so he loaned me train fare and gave me a letter of reference. I went to the Lasky studio, and I thought I was going to be the head of it right away, you know. I walked in and gave them the letter, and they gave me a job folding wardrobe in the wardrobe department. I couldn’t stand the stink of mothballs! I was folding North and South uniforms for a picture called Secret Service with Robert Warwick, who was a big star in those days. It was a Civil War picture. A man named Hugh Ford directed it. All those uniforms from the Western Costume Company—stinking of mothballs. I got out of that and went into the laboratory. At least it didn’t stink in there. Well, it was all new. It was really something. Lots of jobs.

         HENRY HATHAWAY: I had a choice when I was young. I was kind of a good-looking kid, and I had a choice of being in front of the screen or behind the screen. Because of my knowledge of the way actors lived—including my own folks, kind of a nutty, goddamn life—I decided I’d go behind the camera. From the time I started, the ultimate goal for me was to become a director. Anybody who’s working in pictures, I don’t care whether you say it out loud or not, wants to be a director. The actors all think, “When I’m washed up in this, I can be a director.” The writer says, “If I write a good script, I’ll direct it myself.” It’s not like that so much now because the unions make it so goddamn difficult, so it’s almost impossible, but in those days you could go from being a propman to being a director. It didn’t make a goddamn bit of difference. Doors were open. It was new. Things weren’t locked down. You could just decide to be a director.

         RAOUL WALSH: I worked for a director—I can’t think of his name—and I was playing Paul Revere because I could ride a horse. Well, he set up his camera and told me to come tearing down the street. “Come down the street as fast as you can. Stay in the middle there so we can see you.” So I went up there and came tearing down, and after I got off the horse and looked, I had been riding between two trolley tracks. So I told him, “They didn’t have any trolley tracks back then.” He said, “Who the hell is directing this picture, you or me?” I decided right then I’d become a director … and I knew I could become a director. If he could do it, I could do it.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: It was a new business. Open, if you dared to try things, had confidence. One day, you haven’t got a job. Then, boom! You got a job.

         MINTA DURFEE: At Mack Sennett’s studio, we had a big sign out front: get in and get work. And people just flocked to work. They needed money or wanted something to do. People just walked in. You’d get in and get work. And all of a sudden, you were in the movies!

         ALAN DWAN: This business was strange in the early days. Loose. Everybody was getting into it. It was open to anyone. It was growing fast, and money was to be made. Everyone jumped in or fell into it. All kinds of companies emerged with all kinds of names for them. You look back, you’ll see hundreds of them: The American Company. Universal. The Flying A. Essanay. Biograph. World Film Company. Zelig. And many, many others. “Corporations” were formed. Here’s how you became a “corporation” back then: you sat down at a table and you got a lawyer and you applied for a corporation and suddenly you were a corporation. So you told a reporter, “We’re now incorporated. We’re called the Jazwatz Film Company.” And you haven’t done anything except sit at a table and say, “We’re a corporation.” The same corporation could have four different names before they settled down to one. The American Film Company was started in 1910 or 1911—how can you prove which?—but they just started up, and before they were incorporated they didn’t even have a name. They had nothing, so they went over to a building and took a floor of a building where probably some other fellow had moved out because he didn’t have any money. They moved in. It was just some desks and a few offices. No laboratory. No studio. No lights. They didn’t own anything—they didn’t even own a camera. And then they had to go out and find—rent or find—a camera ’cause that was the hardest thing in the world to find. You couldn’t go into business unless you had one. Then they would hire a director from some theater stock company. They’d say, “Well, he’s a director. He’s directing those things. So he can direct pictures.” And they told him, “Make some pictures. We want some western pictures, so go out west and make ’em.” I was part of a deal like that. We went to Tucson, not California.

         The beginning of the movies is a confusing period. All sorts of things went on. Everybody made movies everywhere. People say it was the year-round sunny weather that brought the business finally to Hollywood. There’s all kinds of stories about that.

         CHARLTON HESTON: DeMille always told the story that he and his group headed west to find yearlong sunshine, heading for Arizona to make a western. When their train got to Flagstaff, it was pissing down rain. I mean, really a downpour. And DeMille got off the train, looked around, and said, “This isn’t the weather they promised us. Let’s get back on the train and keep going.” So according to DeMille, if it hadn’t been raining in Flagstaff, “Hollywood” would now be “Flagstaff.”

         HENRY BLANKE: Why did the film industry begin in Hollywood? Because there was eternal sun here. The lenses were slow. The film was slow. Everything was slow, and you needed sun. Sun. Plenty of it.

         ALAN DWAN: People always say everyone came out here because of the weather, but I think it was more because of the patent wars that brought everyone as far away from the East as possible. And California was the end of the line. The patents companies made it tough for picture companies for a while during the very early years, as tough as they could. It was all complicated—big companies banding together to prevent smaller companies buying stock, restricting free trade. And they actually held certain patents on the camera. I believe the idea of prongs pulling a perforated film through a camera was a patent. But that’s just a patent within the camera. The use of the camera was not patented. You could buy the camera and use it. Kodak has a lot of patents, but you can go down to a store and buy a Kodak and use it. So it was the use of it that they tried to stop. Not the fact that the camera was a patent—they didn’t own the camera. It was ridiculous to think that the use of a camera could be patented—just like patenting an automobile and not letting anybody else drive it because you have the patent of putting your feet on the pedal. It was as stupid as that. But what we were all suffering from was their hired gangsters that were trying to put us out of business. So we had to go to war with them. The patents war. It’s almost impossible to remember it. But if you lived through it, you can recall that there was something unpleasant going on and that was it. In the end it drove filmmakers west, to California, where there was also better weather for more days of the year.

         JEANINE BASINGER: The patent wars were like a gangster movie. When the business first got going—in the late 1800s and early 1900s—nobody paid any attention to machine patents.

         SAM WASSON: They just copied any piece of machinery they came across that they could use to make some money …

         JEANINE BASINGER: … and it wasn’t just the machinery, but also the creative product itself. There were no copyright protection laws. People pirated movies, stole equipment, threatened each other. It was a mess. Pioneers of the business like DeMille, Walsh, Griffith, and Dwan were working early enough to have vivid memories of these so-called patent wars.

         SAM WASSON: Thomas Edison started serving legal writs as early as 1897, claiming he owned all the rights to the motion picture. He had private detectives going all around the country looking for people shooting films! He’d slap legal papers on them.

         JEANINE BASINGER: A movie maker had to be ready to pull up stakes and run! The patent wars are a complicated story—but very colorful. In 1908, after months of negotiations, the two biggest companies, Edison and Biograph, former enemies, got together and became The Motion Picture Patents Company. These big guys licensed successful smaller companies to “legally make films”: Vitagraph, Essanay, Lubin, Selig, Kalem, Kleine, and Méliès and Pathé. It was an attempt for MPPC to own it all. By 1912, this controlling and threatening company was weakening, and in 1917, it was dissolved by court order. The motion picture game was afoot! And it was anybody’s game.

         ALAN DWAN: I started directing early. I know I directed in 1909. I know that for sure. When I say 1909, it could have been down to almost Christmastime. In California, you don’t remember—there’s no snow, so we don’t remember there’s a winter. It all rolled rather fast. Things moved quickly then.

         The first picture that I put together I did sort of with my tongue in my cheek. My attitude toward the whole thing was rather light. We kept it fluffy and never took ourselves too seriously. So I thought up a pretty good rough title—Rattlesnakes and Gunpowder—what else? I prepared to make it in San Juan Capistrano, but because of the proximity to the railroad and the convenience for those patents company men to get at us, I decided to go someplace a little more remote, where we could protect ourselves. And someone steered me to Lakeside, which is above La Mesa and where there was a pretty good hotel and lots of nice background. And I moved them all up there. It was just a matter of getting in our buggies and on the horses and going up there. So we went to Lakeside, and I finished Rat­tlesnakes and Gunpowder. And then I settled down to a series. We would work Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday shooting pictures and make two pictures. Then on Thursday and Friday I’d develop and cut them and take Saturday and Sunday off—go down to San Diego or down to Los Angeles for the weekend. I made pictures so fast and so many of them! I wouldn’t ship them until I had maybe six finished.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: We all worked our fannies off in those days.

         ALAN DWAN: In the beginning, we had to do it all. We had to cut it. We had to look at it. We had to decide everything and make every move. Later on, they had so many executives around doing it that we just stepped back and did our end of it, which was to go out and direct it and turn it in. If they liked it, fine. If they didn’t, they said so, and we did it again or whatever way they wanted it.

         PANDRO BERMAN: In that period, there wasn’t too much artistic effort in too many pictures. Mostly it was a grind operation.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: One time I worked two pictures at the same time, one in the daytime and the retakes on the other at night. I worked for seven solid weeks without a day off, night and day. I don’t know how I did it except that I was very young and strong, but I want to tell you I’d never do that again. It was too much.

         HAL MOHR: In those days, when you made a picture, there was no designation of responsibilities. I mean, four or five people would get together and take the script, break it down and talk it out, have story conferences, discuss the thing and make decisions. All of us together. And women, too. Universal sent me out with Ruth Stonehouse. They sent me out with Ruth to be her cutter and to keep her straight on the filming techniques. I was sent out that way with men, too, because I had done directing, photographing, and cutting. I could help. You know, there were women directors then. Besides Ruthie, there were other women directors: Ida May Park, Lois Weber.

         ARTHUR KNIGHT: Film history has shown us that in the silent era, women wrote, directed, produced, acted, starred, did stunts, whatever. But slowly, women disappeared out of the top ranks, both in front of the camera and behind it.

         MITCHELL LEISEN: I was friends with Lois Weber, one of the great women directors of that time.

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: Lois Weber was at Universal when I was there. She was very nice, very sweet, very talented. Her husband used to kind of help her, but she pushed him aside. She was the one.

         HAL MOHR: Lois Weber was a damn good director. She knew what she was talking about and knew what the scene context should be. You were conscious of the fact that she was a woman, of course. You couldn’t lose sight of that, and there was a greater differential in those days than there is today. But it didn’t inhibit her in any way, and it didn’t inhibit the people who worked with her. I found her to be very compatible and very nice to work with and very understanding and very intelligent. She knew what the hell the score was.

         MINTA DURFEE: Mabel [Normand] used to direct. Sure, she used to direct. She directed lots of scenes.

         LILLIAN GISH: I directed a picture when I was twenty. With my sister, Dorothy. She was the most talented of the two of us, because she had comedy and wit. I thought I could bring it out as a director. I was too busy acting to do much more directing, but there were many women directors … and of course, writers, too … in the early years. The opportunity was there for a woman if you wanted it. It changed later, after sound came in, I think.

         HOOT GIBSON: It took us three to four to five weeks to make a silent picture. We worked hard every day…. Sometimes we’d work all night. I’ve gone from nine o’clock in the morning to almost nine o’clock the next morning—that’s what even the stars used to do once in a while.

         HARRY WARREN: You did everything. Not only that, but when we were on location, I was low man, so I had to find the cop on the beat and make a deal with him that if any police were around, well, we’d pay them to let us shoot. Then, when I went back to the office, they’d bawl me out and say I gave the cops too much. I used to give them three dollars…. That was all before I got into the music business.

         KING VIDOR: The first year that I made silent films, we didn’t have any budget to buy stories, so we just had to write our own.

         MERVYN LEROY: In those days, anything could happen. If you made a drama, sometimes when you previewed it, it became a comedy. And title writers—if something wasn’t working, they could take a comedy and write a dramatic title and make a drama out of it, and vice versa if it was a drama. You know, when you wrote titles, all you had to do was, when you saw them open their mouths, write a title and stick it in so the audience would know what happened. A lot of good pictures were made that way! It’s true!

         RAOUL WALSH: We got into the training of just do it and get out of here. Once in a while you’d get a nice one, a gem, but the rank and file of them sometimes were not too hot. You learned to do what you had to do. You made it work. I remember once, in the early years, I made a picture in New York with Theda Bara…. It was a Spanish picture. The studio was in Fort Lee [New Jersey], and we built a big Spanish set there—a big Spanish street. The day we started the thing, a blizzard hit New York, and it really was a blizzard. Well, Bill Fox [William Fox, studio executive] was a nice old fellow, and he said to me, “Raoul, what can we do?” I said, “Well, Mr. Fox, I think that if we put a few domes on that set, we can change it to a Russian picture.” He called all the people and he said, “Get the Spanish costumes the hell out of here and bring the Russian costumes in.” Now, then, we made the thing in about three and a half weeks, and the salesmen came to New York for a preview of the product. Well, some fellows from Cincinnati were saying “Gee, we advertised a Spanish picture. Where the hell is it?” Well, the Spanish picture was now a Russian picture. Because it snowed.

         KING VIDOR: Silent-picture scripts were such that you could ad-lib anywhere, and you were expected to ad-lib and be off the cuff. Nobody had to write dialogue, which took time, and nobody had to learn dialogue, which also took time. And it took more time in the beginning because there was no such thing as cue cards and teleprompters. So you would actually have a script that said, “Love Scene.” Just two words, and that was it. In fact, you had some sometimes that said, “Battle Scene.” And you might spend a week on a battle scene. Once we had a script in our hands that said, “Love Scene,” and I said, “I’ve run out of the love scenes I know.” We didn’t have all the words to explain everything. And we thought in terms of symbols, graphic arrangements, or possibilities. We were trained in those terms. When you had to explain something, you didn’t think, what’s the exact word that explains this? You didn’t think that way, as you do in writing. Or the exact phrase or the exact sentence, you just didn’t think that way. You just thought, What’s the picture you’re looking for to explain what you’re trying to say?

         FRITZ LANG: You had one page for each scene, so you could interchange pages—scenes—whenever you wanted. If you suddenly thought, I need something before this, you could just renumber the scene of another page and reorder it.

         WILLIAM WYLER: We tried to have as few titles as possible and tried to get everything over with pantomime. If we could find a way to eliminate a title by gesture or by getting it over some other way, well, that was supposed to be very adventuresome and very good.

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: You worked hard. You worked Sundays. Lots of times, we did two pictures in a day. We never had holidays. I think the only holiday we would get the whole year was Christmas Day. That was the only day. You worked seven days and nights, too, an awful lot, an awful lot there.

         At Universal, they had a big stage and thirty-six companies all shooting at once. It was crazy, it was ridiculous, with everyone screaming and yelling, and one doing a western and one doing a romance. Well, it was just unbelievable, excepting that was all that we knew in those days. We didn’t know anything else, you see, anything any better or bigger. It was a living, and I wasn’t completely dependent upon it. And I always had a lot of nice clothes and liked to dress—all my life I did. And they liked that, and I had a darn good wardrobe for their pictures.

         We had to supply our own wardrobes in those early years, unless it was costume stuff or something. I had so many nice things that I had brought here with me, and I had them all in there, and when they wanted to dress a set they would say, “Go in Astor’s closet in there, in her dressing room, she’s out working today, outside. Go get her stuff and bring it here.” And they would dress the set with it, with dresses and hats and clothes and stuff, you know, and so it got to be a joke: “Go get Astor’s wardrobe.”

         GEORGE FOLSEY: There was so much excitement to it all. I worked on two [Enrico] Caruso films. Silent films, incidentally. Think about that. It was around 1918, I think. There was a flu epidemic, and it was quite severe. I was an assistant cameraman by then for the Famous Players Film Company. Caruso was a fascinating man, of course. To me it was wonderful to be around him. I was very young and idealistic. He used to have coffee in the morning or all day. He’d have a small cup of coffee with cognac in it. And he was always complaining about a headache. In my seventeen-year-old wisdom of the world, I was sure the cognac was the problem.

         KING VIDOR: The important thing to realize is that we were all learning, trying out things, figuring out how cameras worked, how to create effects. It was just more informal then, no hierarchy. Easy to get permissions and to go ahead with ideas. I could tell the head guy an idea, and he could say, “Yes, go ahead,” and this doesn’t happen today. He didn’t say, “What stars are you going to have?” I didn’t have stars. I had unknowns. He just said, “It sounds good, why don’t you go ahead with it?” That’s just the way the picture was made. That’s the way the best pictures were made. Just by saying, “Okay, go ahead.”

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: It was just casual around the studio. People could wander in. They used to have a zoo at Universal, on the lot, with animals, out on that back lot. You paid a quarter to go back there and watch the animals. Oh, dear, that was the place! It was awful back there, an awful place! It was dirty, and it wasn’t kept up, you know, so it was awfully smelly back there. Well, of course, really, it was fun, and Universal had a bunch of hardworking people around there, I’ll say that for them. Mr. Laemmle was nice, and people that he had there loved him. The reason I stayed there was that it was a living and it was fun and I was young and blond and tall and so what? I mean—you know.

         WILLIAM BEAUDINE: We directors would sit there while the film was shooting, and you never left the actors alone. I mean, you’d say, “All right, now look at the girl.” We used to talk and talk and talk. You’d just cue every move. I had to get out of the habit when the talkies came in. I found myself talking over the dialogue. And you didn’t make a silent without music on the set. You were just a dumb cluck if you did that. I used to play “Boy o’ Mine” or “The World Is Waiting for the Sunshine.”

         KING VIDOR: I remember that with the silent films, the director was always asking the cameraman, “What speed? What speed are you going?” And they had a little speedometer on the camera. You don’t see that anymore. Films were shot at sixteen frames per second and projected at about eighteen to twenty frames. Charlie Chaplin said to me once, “Nobody ever saw me run around, turn the corner, as I actually do it, because those cameramen would drop down to half speed.” That slow cranking speeded him up double, made him faster. Everyone was constantly utilizing different speeds on the camera to achieve a sense of “hurry up.” Even Griffith did it. In Birth of a Nation, he has horses traveling at seventy miles an hour pulling chariots. After the interlock came in, everything became twenty-four frames per second and it was locked down.

         JOSEPH RUTTENBERG: You had to be sure that you were cranking at the same speed all the time. Otherwise, in the middle of the action, there would be slow motion or there would be fast, or whatever. We cameramen used to have a contest to see how many feet of film we could shoot without changing the speed of the cranking. It was a lot of fun.

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: You know, Universal always had a kind of tour, like they do today. They had a spieler who had been with a circus, and he was a real circus spieler and he took people around, announcing to them who everybody working was and what they were doing. There was a big balcony all along upstairs, and he walked along, pointing everyone out. They charged twenty-five cents apiece for people to walk through. And that was the most money they were making then, at that time, I think.

         You talk about thirty-six pictures being made all at once there on that long, long stage, all open, it was bedlam. You just have no idea what it was like, everybody screaming, battling. We had a thing built up—one of the stages was built up high, with seats on it, for tourists, and they were charged twenty-five cents apiece to sit up there and watch all these companies at work and everything, you know. All the screaming and yelling, oh, it was a madhouse, just a madhouse.

         So one day I was going to walk in from this door into this scene here and—into this “room” in the picture—and I walked in, and there was a lady sitting there rocking in an old-fashioned rocking chair. And I said, “What the hell are you doing here?” I was so startled for a moment, and we were working, we were shooting, and she said, “Well, I got tired sitting on that bench upstairs there and it was hard, and I came down here to rest.” She said, “I’m from Omaha.”

         ALAN DWAN: Very few of us actually lived in Hollywood. We lived downtown. I lived at the Athletic Club downtown. Many of my friends lived all over the lower part of town in that area. And we’d take the streetcars out to Hollywood to work. Of course, some people had automobiles, not too many. As I recall, it was a pleasant gang of gypsy-like people who were getting away with making a living making galloping tintypes—that’s what we called the pictures. Hollywood was, I think, a pleasant place. Rural. It seemed as if even the weather was better out there. And also more accommodating. I remember very, very often it’d be raining on one side of the street and brilliantly sunlit on the other. In fact, we’d go across the street to make a rain scene and then come back across to the other side and make a sun scene. The same day, same time. Of course, there was hardly any traffic to speak of. And orange groves and lemon groves everywhere. Not many houses and no big buildings. And, well, it was just a small town, I’d say. It was a virtual wilderness!

         Hollywood in those early years was an intimate place. Not the way it was publicized to be. Everybody knew everybody. And we met everybody. We’d meet together, and we had organizations, little clubs and things where we’d gather together, Photoplay Club and things of that kind. And we’d go to parties, and everybody’d be there. It hadn’t divided up into cliques. It hadn’t become snobbish and it wasn’t aloof. Everybody knew everybody and I guess liked everybody or hated everybody, whichever it was, and got along. We were closer together. They hadn’t spread out and away quite so much as they are now—all over the place.

         TEETE CARLE: There were clubs and things. All the writers in town, the motion picture writers and authors, belonged to an organization known as the Writers Club. On Sunset Boulevard, not too far from the Crossroads of the World, there was an old frame house, and that was the Writers Club. They rented it, and they had facilities for eating, and they also had a little stage, and they had meeting rooms. A lot of magazine writers or publishers and people like that would come to town, and they would be invited to give speeches. And there was the WAMPAS. It was organized in 1921. WAMPAS stood for the name of the organization, which was Western Association of Motion Picture Advertisers. It was for publicity men, not just those in motion pictures but also in distribution and even in theater. There was an urgency among them to try and get an image. Everybody else seemed to have images. Some dignity, some status, and a purpose. To get away from the old so-called hokum press agentry idea. So they organized WAMPAS. After about five years they had about thirty-eight members. Doesn’t seem like much today, but those were the early years of that particular movie job. I was in it. We had associates and honorary persons. The dues weren’t very much. We had meetings about twice a month. It would be a dinner meeting, and when I first started it was at the old Roosevelt Hotel. We would have a dinner meeting and then a program, just like in some small-town Elks Club. We took turns putting on the programs. We’d have speakers such as Cecil B. DeMille. One time he talked about the fact that hokum was an integral part of show business. We loved that. And we would have directors and actors, like that. WAMPAS started something called the Frolics Ball. The first one was in, I’d say, in 1922. And they got the idea to introduce something called the Wampas Baby Stars. Names were put up—the names of ambitious actresses around town. Sometimes studios would put them up, sometimes just individual WAMPAS members, whatever. The whole membership voted on them, and the thirteen girls who received the most votes were declared Wampas Baby Stars. This was a big deal. There were three thousand people at the first of the Frolics Balls and six thousand at the second. By that time, there were a lot of people working in the business, and everyone liked to have fun. The money that would be made from the Frolics Balls went into maintaining a health and hospital and life insurance policy for the members. And the Baby Stars got a real career boost. Joan Crawford was a Wampas Baby Star. And another thing, in 1926, at the big annual Frolic—which was held on the huge Shrine Auditorium stage—Doug Fairbanks introduced a new game, badminton. Nobody knew what it was, and he had picked it up in England, and he was introducing it here. See, we were like a community then, for real. We had parties and causes and clubs, and people knew each other.

         H. N. SWANSON: Sunset Boulevard wasn’t even paved.

         JOHN SEITZ: I lived in this house about two blocks away from the studio where we worked. The director Ed Sloman lived a floor above and I lived below and the owner of the studio lived on the other side. Henry King lived across the street. We didn’t have to bother with the car. We all walked to the studio together every morning. Two blocks. It was easy living … and friendly.

         LEWIS MILESTONE: Hollywood was very much gayer than it is now. They didn’t take themselves as seriously. And the whole atmosphere was freer and more informal. When we got together, we talked pictures, naturally. You talk shop, just like if you’re a stockbroker or whatever. And gossip! Not mean gossip, just gossip. I remember people all telling each other about Pickfair. That’s the big home where Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford lived. What a big item it was when everyone discovered that a butler in livery actually would come and open the door up there! This was surprising news, you know. I mean, who had a butler?

         MITCHELL LEISEN: Pickfair! Charlie Chaplin and myself went up there almost every night for dinner. Mary would go to bed, and we’d run a picture. Douglas would fall sound asleep during the picture and would wake up and say, “Best picture I’ve ever seen in my life.” And he had a Turkish bath and a pool with a three-hundred-pound cake of ice in it. We had to go in every night and take a sauna and then dive into the ice bath. And then everybody would go up and go to bed, because it was late, and climb into the Rolls-Royce the next morning and go to the studio. I would say, “Douglas, I’ve got to go home first and get some clean clothes.” And he’d say, “I’ve got plenty of clothes here. What the hell do you need?” I had more underwear and shirts of Douglas’s!

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: We were all pals. We worked nights, too, you know. You stayed out there at Universal. If you got out there, you weren’t sure you would get home before midnight anytime hardly. You know, the hours weren’t counted. You just stayed until they said you were done. But getting out there wasn’t so easy, so that’s why sometimes you stayed at night. There was a little winding road over the mountains that went down into a gully, and then it went up over the hill around. When Universal first opened, that first year, you got out there the best you could in somebody else’s little old car or something, you know. But they finally had a little bus line, and it was really picturesque. They put a regular bus on Hollywood Boulevard. That whole mountain that’s back there was where we made our Hoot Gibson westerns. That was where I learned to ride horses so well. It’s where that Sheraton Hotel is now. Up there. Everything was open and unsettled back in those days, but we were all pals at Universal.

         HAL MOHR: I liked the Universal studio, I liked it very much. We all felt that it was us, that it belonged to us. In the restaurant they had a room called the Indian Room. And that was the Executives’ Dining Room. There was one big round table where, I think, old man Laemmle used to come and have lunch, and Junior and those of us who were part of the Laemmle family, like Paul Kohner and Willy Wyler, were invited. They were all part of the Laemmle family at that time, and we would have lunch there at the round table in the Indian Room and sit there and gab. But we all felt that the studio was a part of us and we were a part of the studio. It was nice. We didn’t make a lot of money, but we had a hell of a lot of fun.

         ALAN DWAN: We all lived and worked together. Raoul Walsh and I were very close friends. We used to spend a lot of time going down to Tijuana and places like that. Having fun. He’d come over. We lived right next door to each other at Malibu. Whoever you were working with on a picture at the same studio you were friendly with, and then you also had your regular friends. I mean, you saw some people practically all the time and others occasionally. There used to be occasions where we’d meet oftener. At least once a week there’d be some function that we’d all go to and we’d all be there. Parties would be thrown. Of course, after the end of a big picture, there was always a big party, sometimes right on the sets. We went to the openings. Sometimes we’d go to the studios and see them when they’d be newly finished. There was so much congeniality. There was no hierarchy.

         RAOUL WALSH: Everybody had fun. Everybody. And in those days, if you needed help on the set, everybody, actors, everybody, would lift the table and set it up for you over there. Great camaraderie. You were never sued. And of course it was all easier on the set, looser, because there was no dialogue or anything that you had to learn. Less pressure. We loved it, we loved it. In those days, early days, they would throw a script on your lawn like they do the Examiner. You just picked it up, read it, and went to work.

         HOOT GIBSON: I would always give a big party at my ranch house on the estate, and we had as high as four and five hundred people there at the party. It was one grand affair once a year, and really a lot of fun. Innocent fun. With a lot of wonderful people.

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: I bought my first little house and all the gang from MGM used to come up to my house. Renée Adorée used to sit on my baby grand piano and sing French songs and Russian songs. She spoke Russian, too, and she was a great, great gal.

         I felt like I was a part of Universal then, you know. We worked hard and we played hard and there was a lot of drinking going on in those days. They drank hard cider, did you ever hear of that? We had a man up on the corner, the first corner from the studio, that was there two years with his hard cider. Until the law—they had to get the law to get him out.

         Everybody was stewed up on hard cider for two years. I remember they used to keep it in jugs in the dressing rooms. I had a jug of it to give everybody. Hoot Gibson had one. Hoot Gibson used to get tight a little bit, and then he would sit there with his jug up on his shoulder drinking hard cider and go to sleep with it there in his dressing room. It was right across from mine. Everybody went in. Sometimes there would be so many going for a drink of hard cider off the sets, the workmen and everything, that they’d say, “What’s going on? What’s going on?” Hoot had the big gallon jug all the time filled up for people to come up and have a drink of hard cider. And I also had one, too.

         HENRY HATHAWAY: At that time, I won’t call the movies scurvy, that’s too bad a word, but there was a class of people. I don’t mean they were all bad. There were some wonderful people, but they were the kind of people that didn’t give a damn if they were broke one day and they drank a lot. They always needed money. They were always broke. No matter what they made, they spent it. That was sort of the demeanor of everybody in the business, spent every goddamn thing they made.

         GERTRUDE ASTOR: Oh, it was fun! But you had to be young and you had to be strong, pretty big and strong, to stand it, you know. Those were awful cold nights, awful cold nights, and rain. In the dressing rooms there was a little place where the water could run down the middle, and it would run over and come in your dressing room and you would have to sit with your feet up on your makeup table ahead of you to keep them out of the water, to get ready to get out of there and get on the stage to work.

         I learned to ride a horse there. Yes, I really did. Hoot Gibson and the boys helped me to learn to ride a horse there. I didn’t know how before. Well, the cowboys were wonderful to me. Oh, they were a great bunch of cowboys. I got hurt, broke some ribs one day, and the cowboys’ wives took care of me. They took me up to my home and they brought chicken and made chicken soup and everything, and saw that I got all taped up right, and all that sort of stuff, you know, until I could get back to work. They were a great bunch, a great bunch.

         HOOT GIBSON: We were very happy with our jobs. We had a lot of work to do—but say we were up in Mammoth Lakes somewhere, and we wanted to go fishing. We’d get up at six in the morning then, sometimes five, we’d put in an extra three hours and quit two hours earlier so that we could go fishing in the afternoon. All of our schedule, that day’s work was done—so we went fishing, we had a good time, we had a good night’s sleep, and started over again the next day. That’s the way the people worked in those days.

         ALAN DWAN: And now people ask me about the wild life, the scandals, the extravagance. Where was I, really? I was just going to work every day. But I guess, maybe, shortly after I made Robin Hood with Doug Fairbanks in ’22, maybe things changed a little for some people. But before that? I don’t know. The Bel Air set hadn’t begun. It came in, I guess, about 1922. It began to appear then. Bel Air was beginning to draw people, and they were beginning to build houses. Some of them who had some money. Very few people had gotten into big money at that time. But it was about to start then. I can’t recall when practically everybody had to have a mansion.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: I think it was about 1920, sometime in there, and one day I was on the stage in the Long Island studio, and I got a telephone call from Florenz Ziegfeld, Billie Burke’s husband. He said that he was calling for Miss Burke, that she appreciated so much the nice photograph that I had done for her, and she wanted to give me a present and he wanted to know if an automobile would be acceptable. I almost fell down. I stammered and said, well, it was not necessary, she was wonderful to photograph and a great person to be with. He said, “Well, I’d like to give you a Rolls-Royce.” I said I couldn’t think of it, and besides, I was going to California—well, really, where in the world would I need a car more than in California, of course—but it would have been impossible for me to drive it there because I didn’t know how to drive very well in those days. I told him I really couldn’t accept it. It was too much. In a few days, a package came for me from Cartier’s. It was a dress cigarette case with a facsimile of her writing that said, “In deep appreciation, Billie Burke.” And then a letter for me and in the letter was a check. I looked at the check and I said, “Jeez, isn’t that wonderful! Fifty dollars!” That was a lot of money. But then I looked again, and it was for five hundred dollars! She wasn’t kidding when she said she was going to buy me an automobile, because a good Ford would have cost me about $650 in those days.

         ALAN DWAN: Money. Everybody got it, and everybody started spending it.

         MITCHELL LEISEN: For sheer extravagance, the popular actor Charles Ray did the most crazy things. Charlie was a very funny person. He was probably the most famous hick character on the screen, but in his personal life he refused to have anything to do with such a character. He loathed having to play a bumbling youth. He lived most extravagantly. Couldn’t stand the idea of being a hick. That’s why he went completely berserk in extravagance. We would go for lunch at his house one day, and the whole garden had, let’s say, tulips. We’d go the next weekend, and they’d be camellias or something. Everything was just in pots put in the ground. They’d take them all out and do them over again. In the drawing room some of the upholstery was $125 a yard. And his wardrobe was all cutaways on Sunday and striped trousers. He had a footman and a chauffeur for his Packard limousine.

         One day he complained that there was no good place to eat around the studio. I said, “Why don’t we have a luncheon club, get a cook, and use that empty building over there, and we could all put in so much a week.” We wound up with a hammered beam gothic room with an antique banquet table as long as this, with a $6,000 set of pewter dishes, a butler and a footman and a cook. Charlie paid for the whole thing. Nobody put a dime in, ever. We had lunch there, and if we had to work late at night, we had dinner there. I said, “It would be kind of fun to do some plays Sunday afternoons. We could do them out here in the garden.” I went out the next Sunday, and he had built an open-air theater with clipped hedges for wings and everything else. Charlie had the whole thing brought in and set up, and not only that, but he hired a coach from UCLA and we started with Euripides. Well, that lasted a fast five weeks. Everybody got bored to death very quickly. Instead of doing something fun, we had to go through a whole course of Greek tragedy.

         The fabulous thing was his last party. He and his wife had, off the dining room in their house, a big rose garden—a pool in the center with a big fountain in it and big urns forged up. There were blue lacquer tables going all around this thing and strolling musicians. This was the day that Charlie and his wife, Clare, declared bankruptcy. And I’m sitting next to her, and I said, “Clare, for God’s sake, what’s this all about?” She said, “You may as well go down with all flags flying.” That was their philosophy. Seventy-five dollars for a pair of shoes for Clare, never less than that. Three hundred pairs in her closet. One night at one of their dinner parties, Rosa Ponselle stood on the stairway in the hall and sang while everybody sat in the living room. I think Charlie paid her $5,000 to do it.

         After his career failed, he tried to become a nightclub singer. He couldn’t carry a tune for hell nor high water. I was directing a picture of mine one night, and I looked outside the entrance to the hotel, and the doorman was Charlie Ray, doing extra work. I never knew what happened to him after that. Clare opened up a dress shop on Sunset Boulevard, and I don’t know what happened to either one of them.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: The parties at San Simeon were unforgettable. Marion Davies was delightful, charming. I remember playing in a tennis tournament up there, and she insisted on giving me a really beautiful prize, a lovely watch. We would go to dinner at the castle in that big, beautiful dining room. And we would have a fascinating time at breakfast. Hearst would come down, perhaps earlier than a lot of the guests, who had maybe stayed up later than he had, and it was very interesting to sit and listen to him discuss the world’s events. Then we would swim in the pool, and they would take us all on a picnic. Cars came and took us. Some people rode horses to the place, and the servants had prepared a wonderful picnic lunch. Beer and wines and things … and we were out on the grassy slope way off in one of the forests up in the San Simeon area, and it was perfectly lovely and charming. Another time I was up there, they had a costume ball. It was the North and the South theme, so they rented or got from Metro all of the costumes for the ladies and gentlemen. Everyone was especially fitted in whatever they were wearing. What a life that was, up there. The director Charles Brabin—I think he was an Englishman—was married to Theda Bara. She couldn’t see ten feet in front of herself. She was always out of focus. He’d bring her through that big dining room, and he’d whisper in her ear, “Coming up on your right is Mary Pickford, and over here will be Joan Crawford … and then it’ll be the president of So-and-So.” He’d guide her through, and she’d say, “Oh, darling, how are you?” and call them by name, so nobody suspected. He was a kind of seeing-eye dog.

         MINTA DURFEE: I was there right in Hollywood from the first. With Mack Sennett and the Kops and Chaplin and Mabel Normand and everybody. I’m the girl who knows what she’s talking about. But nobody ever asks me anything except about all the money and the scandals [associated with her first husband, Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, who underwent a rape trial and was acquitted]. We just worked for a living, you know? As if my whole life was the trial. Roscoe and I were separated by then. Mother and I were back east, and we had to take a train back. We got on a train, and it was so terrible to get on that train and see every newspaper with those headlines about him. Mother said to be silent. She said, “Just say nothing.” We sat with nice people for our dinner, and this lady said, “I just love Mr. Arbuckle, and I can’t believe this, I just won’t believe this.” And Mamma says, “Well, he’s a favorite of mine, too.” And this was all she said. These publicity men were looking for us, just like the wild ass of the desert, just running up and down, jumping on the train and jumping off the train, to see if it happened to be us. It’s a good thing I have a sense of humor. I thought I might as well laugh at this as to get scared to death with it. Roscoe never complained about anything. Through the whole of the trial, he never did. It was pretty much of a shock to me to find him in jail and to see the name of “Roscoe Conkling Arbuckle, Murderer.” … Roscoe wasn’t a horrible monster. But you’d think there was nothing going on in Hollywood but a bunch of bad parties and a lot of big spending. And I’m the girl who knows what she’s talking about.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

            COMEDY

         

         TAY GARNETT: I loved the Arbuckle comedies. Arbuckle and [Buster] Keaton and another comic who was a nephew of Arbuckle’s, Al St. John. And Ford Sterling and John Bunny and Sennett himself. I loved all of those. The Keystone Kops. And Marie Prevost and Marceline Day and Phyllis Haver and all those gorgeous bathing beauties. I followed all those comedies. I was living in South Los Angeles when I was growing up, and when I was probably around fourteen years of age, a movie theater was opened about seven or eight blocks from my home, and I didn’t miss a one.

         KING VIDOR: There were a lot of comedies being made in the early years, and they were right at the top of popularity. Chaplin, Keaton, Harold Lloyd, and things that came out of Mack Sennett’s studio. Everybody worked with Sennett at some point or another, probably. I know I did. I think when you look back at the silent era, you have to first start thinking about those comedies, those comedians, and Mack Sennett. When you say “silent film,” most people picture a Mack Sennett chase, maybe the Keystone Kops.

         TAY GARNETT: When I grew up, I got a call from a director friend of mine over at Sennett’s, and he said he needed a gagman. I went over there. The old Sennett studio was on Edendale Boulevard, down in the Echo Park area. You know, there’s a bridge on Sunset that goes across the boulevard there. Aimee McPherson’s church was about a block south of the boulevard on that side of the street, and about three blocks north was the Mack Sennett studio. (I’m not sure which factory put on better shows!) Before Mack died, he moved from there and built the studio that’s now the Columbia Studio Center. The facilities at Sennett were awful, just awful. At Sennett, $35 a week was big money. When I walked away and went over to DeMille, I got $250 to start. There you are. The cameras Sennett had were all right, but they had very few refinements of any kind. They were all hand cranked, of course, and they didn’t do much with them except iris in and iris out.

         JOHN SEITZ: Mack had two rules: you came in on the left, and you exited on the right. Left to right. Well, they had so many people running around … this prevented chaos. Mack Sennett may not have had much education, but he was nobody’s fool. And although Griffith had no sense of humor, Mack Sennett did. And he understood that a chase is the ideal vehicle for moving pictures. Ideal.

         HAL MOHR: In the Mack Sennett era, it didn’t matter how you shot it, as long as you exposed it. It wasn’t supposed to be pretty or attractive or artistic. Just as long as you could see it, Mack was happy.

         TAY GARNETT: The story writers at Sennett worked in teams. There were usually two who worked together. They could go faster that way. Most of the writing was done vocally. There were about eight teams—sixteen writers—all working vociferously in one room. All sixteen of them! That meant eight different stories bouncing off one another for hours at a time. With sixteen gagmen yelling, trying to sell their gags by vocal volume, laughter, and sound effects, the room seemed to shrink visibly. I’ll admit a lot of our time was spent talking about dames and football, or baseball and dames, or whatever and dames … until we’d hear the old man coming in. When I was there, Ben Turpin was pushing seventy, but every morning when he approached the studio, there’d be a bunch of kids who turned up to watch the stars work. As soon as he saw them, Turpin would invariably do a 108. A 108 is a front flip, except that you land flat on your ass with your feet up high. And Turpin did it on a cement sidewalk. But if he had an audience … when he saw those kids, he’d say, “Good morning, kids!” and whoops! He’d do a 108, and then he’d say, “How’s that for a greeting?” I don’t know how he ever survived. It’s quite a stunt. There are damned few stuntmen around who can do it today, and he was doing it at the age of sixty-nine! Every comic on that Sennett lot had to know how to do a 108.

         FRANK CAPRA: In silent films, creating the comedy behind the scenes was more talking than writing. There was paper around, but nobody ever used it. Mack Sennett was the great studio, the great school for visual comedy. He’d put you in twos. So two people would work. One could talk to the other, try something out on each other. Find out what’s a good idea. Now, if we got together on something he’d call us in. “Now, what you got?” We’d tell him what we had, and if he laughed, great. He knew then that the audience would laugh, but he himself was not funny at all. If he tried to tell a joke, he’d screw it up and give you the last line first, but boy, if he laughed, the audience was going to laugh. It was a real litmus piece, canary, whatever you call it.

         The directors in those days were miraculous, just miraculous. You just gave them a hint, and they’d take it from there. You gave them a hint. You’d say, “A cat drinks some beer.” God, that’s all—they’d have five minutes of different scenes out of that. The cat would put on a hat, chase a dog, and that’s the way things were done. The idea would germinate with the gagmen, be officially approved by Sennett, and he’d invariably approve of them. He had that kind of a mind. Never a written word. Sennett would not allow a book to come into the studio. He’d say, “No gags in books. No gags in books.” He was afraid of intellectuals. He wanted you to be down to his level where you make him laugh and he makes you laugh, you know, with funny stuff. Funny kind of clown kind of comedy, not witty, wordy, but clownish. Visual. 

         TAY GARNETT: Sennett wouldn’t read anything.

         FRANK CAPRA: The training ground was there, you see, at Mack Sennett’s studio. You know, comedy is difficult. It’s the most difficult of all the genres in film or in any other medium—stage, books, or anything else. The silent era trained people in the real comedy school: visual comedy, which is quite a bit different from verbal comedy or oral comedy. In other words, people and things had to look funny to be funny. The silent era had two main schools of visual comedy: Mack Sennett and Hal Roach. All the people who worked there in the earliest years just graduated upward to making feature comedies later in the sound era. That’s how I started making comedies.

         I started with Hal Roach, making Our Gang shorts. Then I went to Mack Sennett’s and was there a couple of years. I think I wrote twenty-six two-reel comedies for Mack Sennett in the year and a half I was there…. It was there, over at Sennett’s especially, where you found out whether you had any talent for comedy.

         TAY GARNETT: At Sennett’s studio, a lot of the time, a gagman on a story would go out with a director and watch for opportunities to fatten up a scene or a situation with a gag while he was shooting. It was always fluid, flexible, ready to get made better. Sennett wasn’t funny, but he knew what was funny. He knew how to tell a visual joke.

         FRANK CAPRA: My first big silent comedy directing job was with Harry Langdon on The Strong Man. We kind of invented a character for Langdon. It was an elflike character, a child-man, and he had to think like a child-man, a man-child. Whereas Chaplin depended on wit to get himself out of things and Lloyd on speed to get himself out of trouble and Keaton on pure stoicism where he endured—that’s all he did and wouldn’t change any expression on his face—Langdon had a very slow mind, the mind of a child, a very slow child at that. You could just see that the wheels were going very slowly and he could do a beautiful triple take in which he’d see something over here, a lion or a beautiful dame or whatever. He’d just look at it and then come back and look at it again and come back again and then suddenly see it on his triple take. And so the character we had, he must not be smart. He must not outsmart anybody. Only God was his ally, so if there was a brick going to fall on him, why, he’d just pick up something at the right time and the brick would miss him. But he had nothing to do with it. So he had God on his side. That’s all. God was his ally and took him through life because he was so innocent. He represented innocence. Speed was Lloyd. Innocence was Langdon. Stoicism was Keaton. Wit was Chaplin. One word each for those four great comedians—that’s what they were.

         But Harry Langdon did not know his own character. He did not know that what made him wonderful was because he was innocence personified. When Harry came to Sennett’s, he was a middle-aged little guy who had made a low-level living for years doing a vaudeville act with his wife. They had a little truck that they took around, and they made enough to live on, and she kept the money. They weren’t of very high mentality nor very high imagination.

         Now, when we invented his innocent character and he became innocence personified—see no evil, nothing—he shot to the top. Well, now, he read in the papers that he was equivalent to Chaplin. Boy that was the wrong thing for him to see because right away he wanted to do what Chaplin did. Chaplin wrote, directed, and acted. But Chaplin discovered and made his own character, so he knew more about the character he was playing than anybody else in the world. Langdon knew less about his character than anybody in the world. But that poor man, in order to be like Chaplin, decided he would fire me and everybody else—because he wanted to play the witty guy like Chaplin. And that’s what he did, and that’s what caused his downfall. That is his story. It was the only real, honest-to-goodness human tragedy that I have ever run across in a person—that I have personally seen start and come into fruition and then happen—and he died of a broken heart. He died, and he was playing extras when he died—this star, this big star—because he never understood what made him funny.

         HAROLD LLOYD: Chaplin, Keaton, and I, we all invented our own characters. I saw a film about a fighting clergyman who wore glasses. I don’t know whether it was—oh, probably in those days a three- or four-reel picture—I don’t know how long it was, but it was a serious picture. He just had the wire type of glasses, you know, but he wore glasses. And I was sort of intrigued with the nonchalance he had with wearing those glasses. He looked like sort of a milquetoast type, but his actions belied the whole thing. He was really a go-getter. He finished this fight on a horse—I don’t remember whether he wrested the girl from the horse or somebody had grabbed her and taken her off—but he pulled her off, and the two of them had a fight in the dust. When the fracas was all over, he treated the whole thing as though it hadn’t hardly happened. He brushed his clothes off, got the girl, and went on as though he’d just stopped to get a drink of water at a fountain or something. And I said, “Gee, I like that type of an idea for a character—not anything to do with his being a parson.” I thought that would be good for a comedy series, a young college kid that was so studious and shy and so forth. But when they started to work on him, they found out that he was a tiger in a lamb’s coat. I liked the character with the glasses, and I liked the idea of a boy that reacted entirely different from what his appearance gave you to believe he would act. So that was more or less the birth of that. With the glasses, the character became very much the boy you’d see walking down the street, the boy living next door to you. I did him as a believable character.

         LEO MCCAREY: Chaplin, Keaton, and I—particularly Chaplin—were all good friends, even though we were rivals, and we all met often. I very quickly allied myself with Chaplin, who particularly loved the Laurel and Hardy pictures I directed. One of the most precious souvenirs I have is a fan letter Chaplin sent me in which he congratulates me on my work with Laurel and Hardy and predicts a beautiful future for me.

         Keaton worked in a manner analogous to ours. Two or three gagmen were at his disposal, proposing gags which he could either accept or reject. All of us tried to steal each other’s gagmen, but we had no luck with Keaton because he thought up his best gags himself and we couldn’t steal him! Another man everyone tried to steal was Chaplin’s gagman.

         PETER BOGDANOVICH: Someone once complained to Chaplin that his camera angles weren’t interesting. He said, “They don’t have to be. I’m interesting.”

         ALAN DWAN: The great thing about those silent comedians—Chaplin, Keaton, Laurel and Hardy, all of them—they made it look like they weren’t trying to be funny. The minute you’re trying to be funny—well, take for instance, a character like Chaplin. His scenes were sad little scenes. He was a pathetic little fellow. He never went around trying definitely to be a buffoon. His being one was an accident. And Keaton was always serious. Straight-faced. You see these comedians on TV today, and they are striving so hard and the only way they can ever make you laugh is to talk about their mother-in-law or their wife.

         RAOUL WALSH: I used to go down to the Sennett studio and just watch Charlie Chaplin. I knew Chaplin very well, and I used to love to see him work down there. He was always interested in my early life and the West, you know. And I knew Mack Sennett pretty well, and most of the people who worked for him. I liked to watch Charlie.

         ALFRED HITCHCOCK: You can learn a lot from watching Chaplin. He once made a short film called The Pilgrim. The opening shot was the outside of a prison gate. A guard comes out and pastes up a wanted notice with a picture of Chaplin in prison stripes. Next, cut to a very tall, thin man, coming out of a river, having had a swim, and he finds that his clothes are missing and all he can pick up is a convict’s uniform. Next, cut to a railroad station, and walking toward the camera is Charlie Chaplin dressed as a parson and his pants are too long. Three pieces of film, and look at the amount of story they told.

         FRIZ FRELENG: An artist like Chaplin could live for a long time on-screen. In fact, if Chaplin made a picture today, I think he’d draw a big box office, if he made the same little sympathetic character, because he had something the others never had, which was a lovable, believable character. The others didn’t do that. They just ran around, put on another funny hat, and ran up and down the street. They had a bunch of people chasing them in an automobile that ran away and ran over the people, and they ran into tunnels and the trains came out and they ran away from that, and they fell into the water. They did pratfalls and threw pies—it was just funny. I think some of it’s funny today. I admired Chaplin very much because you could see him think and plan, and you cared for him. In these other things, you never cared. They could get run over by a streetcar and ten automobiles, and it wouldn’t make any difference. But with Chaplin, you cared if he was even threatened by one. That was the difference. Chaplin wouldn’t act like Fatty Arbuckle or Harry Langdon. He’d be Chaplin all the time. Chaplin was a little sympathetic character who you were always pulling for and felt sorry for.

         JERRY LEWIS: My friendship with Charlie … that sounds ludicrous! “My friendship with Charlie.” Just to say it is awesome. I used to say “Mr. Chaplin” until we met, but when I speak of Chaplin, I always think my shirt is frayed. I hope that sounds like I want it to sound, but it’s the most humbling experience to be in his presence. It’s awesome.

         MINTA DURFEE: The way Charlie came to us at Sennett was that the New York office phoned out and told Mr. Sennett to watch out for this Englishman coming out on the musical hall circuit. So we went down to see him, and we watched him, and he entered by falling out of the upper box, and he had this coat on, you know, and the high split hat and the cane. Very funny. And he fell onto the stage. So we went backstage after, and we met him. He said he had a few more weeks to finish out on his circuit, but he said he would come out to us. So he came out the next day, and he and Sennett talked, and Sennett signed him, as you might say, and said, “Be sure to come back” when he was through with his circuit. Chaplin without a doubt had on the dirtiest suit that I have ever seen on a human being. It was a black-and-white check, and it had soup spots and everything under the sun on it…. Poor old Sennett, too, was always, when we first knew him, a sartorial mess … but they got him a good tailor.

         TAY GARNETT: When I was working at Hal Roach’s, before I began in features, I was writing there, and in an emergency I was asked if I would direct a picture, a two-reel comedy. I had never directed anything, but I had written the story. The comic was a guy by the name of James Aubrey. He was a nice guy but not a very funny one. Anyway, at one point in the story there was an automobile chase. There was this Ford going through traffic, and I wanted a long shot of it. I got up on a second-story window on Hollywood Boulevard at a busy time. I had notified the cops and made a deal with them so that they wouldn’t pinch this guy for erratic driving. I put a driving double in for Aubrey, and he zipped through the traffic. Remember, I was shooting down on him from the second-story window.

         You could never find his car in the shot, so I had to do it over. I looked at the shot over and over again. I spotted the car because I knew where to look, but I knew an audience never would have seen it, so I had the chase car drive right through a sort of farm wagon—a buckboard with a barrel of flour on it. And the black car came out white on the other side of that cloud of flour, and it was the only white car on the street. You just couldn’t take your eyes off it. It worked beautifully. It was a comedy chase, so the joke couldn’t work without the audience seeing the set-up. Silent visual comedy was a learning process in many different ways. I had to learn that the hard way.

         LEO MCCAREY: The greatest pressure in our business was meeting deadlines. You had to think of it, shoot it, cut it, distribute it, all within a certain amount of time, about fourteen days. One day we were stuck for the next Laurel and Hardy. I’m sitting in the living room with a highball—somebody said it would be good for my tonsils (I think it was my own idea)—and the phone rang, and it was the studio. They said, “The gang is sitting around here, and they’ve come up with nothing and Stan suggested we call you and see if you’ve got anything.” And I started ad-libbing. We had a large facsimile of Gainsborough’s Blue Boy hanging in our living room, so I said, “Yes, I’ve got an idea. It opens on a millionaire who owns this painting, Gainsborough’s Blue Boy. It is stolen, and he offers a handsome reward, and there’s a big article in the paper. Then we cut to the racetrack, where Laurel and Hardy are two race touts reading this article. They remark about the sizable reward and say how they can use it. Just then a horse goes by, and on its blanket, it says ‘Blue Boy,’ and” … that’s the way we did it. We just winged it.

         ALAN DWAN: I was friendly with Buster Keaton, who did all his own comic stunts. When we were making Tide of Empire, one night Norma Talmadge and her sisters came out to visit. And we had a scene in this western town. There was some kind of a fight or something going on in a saloon or something about a saloon. And we heard a commotion, and wham!—a fellow came out through the air—somebody threw him out through the door. This wasn’t part of the scene. I was surprised to see it happening. But wham! the doors flew open, this fellow did two or three somersaults, amazing flops, and then slid in the street and sat up and looked around, and it was Buster Keaton. He’d gone in and just did this stunt to amuse the girls. I kept it in. Just a bit of atmosphere. A bum who was thrown out of a saloon. But I didn’t expect it. I was amazed. Keaton was a real acrobat.

         GENE KELLY: Keaton had a great influence on me. I certainly intuitively copied a lot of his moves in doing certain numbers. I know that I was thinking of him when I did a dance with a squeaky board and a newspaper, and yet I didn’t look like him. I often wish I did. He was a complete genius, and there was a lot of dance inherently in his movements. They were balletic.

         LUCILLE BALL: Buster was a personal friend. He was at MGM when I was there. He taught me about props. Fabulous, fabulous man with props, and props have been important in my career. He taught me to be aware of the weights of things and about checking your props, using them, making them yourself, knowing how they operate. Buster Keaton was a very important prop actor.

         JERRY LEWIS: The silent comedian that influenced me was Stan [Laurel]. He was a very close friend. Stan was a teacher. I had to pay such careful attention because he established all our discussions with “I’m not going to be here long, so pay attention to me.” A man you love and admire tells you, “I’m not going to be around long, pay attention,” you pay attention. “Place the camera, lad.” That was his way of telling me to watch the placement, that the joke could hurt if I wasn’t careful.

         GEORGE FOLSEY: I worked with a director who had come from the Sennett company, and they were all kind of a little nutty over there, I guess. He never would say, all right, let’s get a close-up. If he wanted to have a great big close-up of somebody, he would stand there and he would say, “Choke her, choke her, choke her …” I finally figured out that that meant get a great big close-up, up by her throat. If he wanted a medium shot, like a half shot, he’d say, “Medium fried, medium fried …” It took me a while to get this jargon in my head. He would say when he wanted a long shot, “Feetie, feetie, feetie, feetie …” “Doorknobs” would mean shoot somebody about waist high, and it took a while to get used to that jargon, but he was a very amusing guy and he came out of that Sennett madhouse of comedy. They had their own language.

         TAY GARNETT: It would be impossible for any writer to put on paper the sort of physical sequence we used to call a “rally” at Sennett’s. It could be a chase. It could be a fight. A barroom fight. Any action scene. But we had no real plan. We let things happen inside some kind of plot context. We all just went out into the streets, onto the roads, and did it. We shaped it as it was rolling, but we let it happen.

         HAROLD LLOYD: As far as the development of all our gags, we would have a number of gagmen get together. We called it a gag room—a place to think up comedy ideas. Why they called them gags I don’t know, but that was the accepted parlance of the day. I would keep as many as, oh, anywhere from four to seven or eight—as many as I could get gagmen on the payroll. They were very expensive. I know you paid in those days $800. That’s quite a figure, and we’d pay several of them $800 a week. I don’t know what that would be today—a little over that. I’d generally have complete control over that thing with the boys. I’d come in, and they’d throw ideas at me. I knew what we wanted, and we worked out sort of a theme which could be changed at any moment. Kind of a story line. That’s how we improvised.

         When we made Safety Last, we shot the climb up the building first, and we were very pleased with it, because we already had the finish to the film all set. That was a gag picture. We tried the same thing with the picture The Freshman: we went out to the Rose Bowl, and for two weeks we tried to play a comedy football game, and we got no place at all. When we’d come to look at our dailies, they were just sad. We had to start at the beginning for The Freshman because it’s a character comedy, and we had to build it from there on. In that one, we knew that the whole picture was really about a boy who wanted to go to school, to college, with the idea of trying to be very popular. He’d like to be the most popular boy, and he goes with a completely erroneous idea of how to go about it. He’s in nothing but trouble all the time, so we started shooting at the beginning of the story, because that was a character picture.

         We didn’t shoot sequentially. We never did that. We did to a certain extent, but we didn’t do it like you do today. We shot as much as we could in sequence, then we’d kind of jump around occasionally. Now, in being spontaneous, we’d work out a scene, a series of scenes for the day. We knew we had little islands of what we were going to do in a scene. But in between those set ideas, we’d ad-lib them. Now, the next scene we’d ad-lib a little more. By the time we had shot it four times, little islands would be left out and maybe we’d change the whole idea, we’d have all new business. It’s just things that we couldn’t think of in the gag room, things that came to us, and that’s the reason you got adept at ad-libbing in silent comedy, creating as you went through and thinking of different things.

         We did it on the cuff rather than on paper. We knew that it had to build, so I put all the gag writers, for instance, on what would happen to a fellow that goes to a party wearing a suit that’s just basted together and can unravel on him. It was up to me to make a routine for those bunch of different gags, how they would fit and how they would go into the thing. That was my end of it. We had freedom as we went along. In the scene, I didn’t want to pull my pants off. I said, “Everybody pulls their pants off in a scene. Let’s not do that old, corny, lose-your-pants situation.” So the first two previews I never lost my pants, but there was always something wrong with that section. One of the fellows said, “Harold, you’ve got to lose your pants.” So I did, and from then on it went fine. The audience loved that section. I had lost everything else, and they wanted me to lose my pants.

         We always kept the sets up, because we knew we’d preview it and might want retakes. I tried to tell the boys, “Now, let’s not take a century to make this picture, because we know we’re going to make a hell of a lot of it over. So let’s make it as good as we can for the first time, then, after the audience has seen it, we’re coming back really to go to work and find out what’s wrong with it.” They don’t do that today. If Hal Roach said, “Harold, you’re a comic, you’ve got to get laughs. Let’s go back,” we’d go back and work for months—at least a month—and just put comedy-business gags all over the place—sequences.

         I think we were one of the very first, even back in the old one-reel days, to start previews. We used to go out here to Glendale. I can remember the old gentleman who was manager of the theater. His name was Howard. He would always put on tails to come out to explain to the audience what was going on, that this picture had never been shown before, they expected to do a lot more work on it. They, the audience, were the judges, and so forth.

         LEO MCCAREY: I was lucky to go to work for Hal Roach. I had no job, no prospects, no nothing. It was like the end of the world. My wife and I went for a ride in the car to the beach. On the way, we passed Hal Roach Studios. I stopped the car and told my wife that I had met Hal Roach at the Los Angeles Athletic Club playing handball. Knowing the situation as I did, I’m sure I let him beat me. I established myself as somewhat of a wit. And I found myself telling jokes for drinks. Roach said, “I make my living making people laugh. If you think you can be funny on the screen, stop in and see me sometime. I’ll give you a job.” So right there, on that day, I decided to take him up on it, and true to his words, he gave me a job as a gagman with his Our Gang comedies. I had so many ideas for gags that he gave me an actor named Charley Chase and he let me direct him. I was fortunate to have drawn a very clever fellow. Chase was a big help to me, and I hope that I reciprocated to him. And our two-reeler pictures were extremely successful…. Some of them were really very funny. Most of them dealt with the misadventures of husband and wife. For example, in Mighty Like a Moose, the wife had buckteeth, the husband had a very big nose, and each of them saved their money to have plastic surgery. That’s about what the Chase comedies were like. Completely different from what we did later with Laurel and Hardy.

         PETER BOGDANOVICH: The Laurel and Hardy comedies are paced very differently from other typical silent comedy, such as Mack Sennett’s. They’re actually quite slow in comparison. But much funnier.

         LEO MCCAREY: At that time, comics had a tendency to do too much. With Laurel and Hardy we introduced nearly the opposite. We tried to direct them so that they showed nothing, expressed nothing, and the audience, waiting for the opposite, laughed because we remained serious. For example, one day, Babe—that’s a nickname I gave Hardy—was playing the part of a maître d’ coming in to serve a cake in From Soup to Nuts. He steps through a doorway, falls, and finds himself on the floor, his head buried in the cake. I shouted, “Don’t move! Just don’t move! Stay like that.” Hardy stayed still, stretched out, furious, his head in the cake—you could only see his back. And for a minute and a half, the audience couldn’t stop laughing.

         It’s amazing how much thought went into what on the surface looked like low-down stupidity. I came in one morning, and I said, “We’re all working too fast. We’ve got to get away from these jerky movements and work at a normal speed.” I said, “I’ll give you an example of what I mean. There’s a royal dinner. All the royalty is seated around the table, and somebody lets out a fart. Now everybody exchanges a glance, that’s all.” Everybody died laughing, but I got my point over.

         With Laurel and Hardy, you had to believe them in order to get the most good out of it. You took a crazy idea—“Let’s have them on top of the skyscraper, and one has a crab in his pants”—and it seemed inherent in their characters that could happen to them. Anything could happen to them.

         HAROLD LLOYD: I think that on better than, oh, 60 percent of my pictures, I could have taken full credit on the direction. I took writers, idea men, out of the writing room, who had never directed pictures before, and they got credit for directing the pictures. My thinking was this: that I was getting all the credit I needed by being the main comic and the audience was giving me the full credit. Why did I have to have the credit for doing the direction? I wasn’t going to be a director anyway. I enjoyed being the comic. So it was good for the boys. It helped them get much better. Charlie didn’t choose to do that. Chaplin did direct all his pictures. He has a perfect right to take directorial credit. There’s no reason he shouldn’t, because he damn well did. He does lots of music, and everything he takes credit for he deserves. I just didn’t choose to do it, that’s all.

         LEO MCCAREY: I was called the “supervisor” on the Laurel and Hardy pictures. That meant I worked on the stories. Everything was original. We never bought any from anybody else. They all came out of our own brains, and I was in charge of getting the material out. I would supervise the whole story layout and then give it to a director, and he’d go out and shoot it.

         “Supervisor” meant being responsible for practically everything on the film: story, gags, screening the rushes, working on the editing, sending out the prints, cutting again when the previews weren’t good enough. Also, sometimes it meant shooting sequences over again. But in those days, your name often wasn’t mentioned in the credits. The industry knew who’d done what. Irving Thalberg, for instance, never put his name on anything. In my modest way, I tried to follow the same path. Though I made at least a hundred Laurel and Hardy films, I very rarely took credit.

         I feel I had a lot to do with shaping the characters Laurel and Hardy came to be, but modesty prevents me from saying that I gave them their breath and blood. Stan and I shaped all those things together. Hardy was no good on stories. Right in front of him, Laurel would say, “I’m doing twice as much as he is, and whatever he gets, I want to get twice as much money.” So we always gave Laurel twice as much as Hardy. Hardy didn’t mind. Laurel was one of those rare comics intelligent enough to invent his own gags. He was remarkably talented. Hardy wasn’t. That was the key to the Laurel-Hardy association, Laurel’s stupidity and Hardy’s impatience.

         When I first knew them, they were not a team, but they were both friends of mine. In those days actors would just come to the studio and see if they could be used—if there was any work. Stan got $100 a week when he worked, and Hardy got $10 a day. Laurel also worked for me as a gagman. “Babe” Hardy was just an extra. One day I got the idea to have them act together in a film. I called Hardy, and I told him I had a project for him that would bring in $10 a day, six days a week, and he shouted, “Oh, sir, that’s marvelous news—sixty dollars a week! I can’t believe it!” I said, “What’s more, if the movies are good, you’ll earn that much every week.” Laurel was already earning a hundred a week, so for $160 a week, I had the greatest of comedy teams. Of course they got a raise pretty soon.

         Their first film together had a real payoff. It was called The Battle of the Century. That’s what the Dempsey-Tunney fight was known as. We knocked off for lunch, and the pie wagon pulled up. And we got the idea of starting a pie fight. Well, it was so successful that the audience forgot about the Dempsey-Tunney fight and Battle of the Century became the battle of the pies.

         HAROLD LLOYD: We never had a script until we made a talking picture. When I say we didn’t have a script, we had a script in our mind up to a point. The first thing I wanted to do was get a character, and, of course, they used to laugh at me. They said, “You have your character: your glasses, your straw hat.” Well, that is so. It was the thing that identified me as Lloyd, the man with the glasses. But a little contrary to what most of my contemporaries did—most of them—I don’t say they did it all the time—but most of them played just exactly the same character. Chaplin played his little tramp. Keaton was the stone face. Laurel and Hardy were practically always the same. But in the pictures that I did, we had in the beginning a variation. One character could be an introvert, a little weakling, and another could be an extrovert or a sophisticate or a hypochondriac. They all thought differently. They looked alike in appearance, with the glasses, which I guess you’d call a typical American boy. Still, the sophisticate thought entirely different from the character in The Freshman.

         LEO MCCAREY: Lloyd was a great judge of comedy values…. He was a genius of comedy, really. And a great businessman.

         MINTA DURFEE: I left Keystone in 1917. I didn’t work for twelve years at all after that, and I lived in New York City. Things changed after Mabel left the place. Mr. Sennett never got over Mabel Normand, and of course, Mabel Normand was in love with Mack. I’m the girl that knows what I’m talking about. What happened was pretty silly but sad. Mae Busch was a pretty woman, and somebody brought her over to Keystone, which would be nothing unusual because everybody always came over to Keystone. Mabel, with all her kindness, introduced Mae to everybody and asked her to come down to her place at the beach … we all lived at the beach. And so Mae did, and this went along for about four or five months. Mae was a very good-looking and clever woman … but I don’t think she really had a contract or anything. She was just there. Always there, and … well, somebody told Mabel … I think it was Ann Luther. Ann should not have told her. She said to Mabel, “If you want to catch Mack and Mae together, now is the time.” So Mabel hails a cab, and she had on a kind of jockey cap. She used to wear it quite often, and she had loads of long hair down her back in curls, and she went over to where Mae lived, and of course they were not expecting her. There was Mack, sort of standing in his BVDs, and Mae in her nightgown. And when Mae saw who it was, she picked up a vase or something on the table and hit Mabel over the head with it! Along about four in the morning, Roscoe and I were down at the beach … and up the street comes Mabel, with her chauffeur practically carrying her and the blood just running all down those pretty curls. Of course we took her in. We didn’t have a doctor down there at the beach. We were too healthy to have doctors in those days. Next day we had to bring her up to town to have a hospital, and she went into a coma which she stayed in for nearly four months. And that was what Mae Busch did for Mabel Normand! When she got well, Mabel Normand never again went back to work at the old Keystone lot. Well, Mae Busch was one woman none of us could ever take. We didn’t have many things of that kind at Keystone. We were all pals. But Mack Sennett never got over this. He came back to the studio for about two weeks after Mabel getting hurt, but he would kind of hide behind things. He wouldn’t walk right past all of us because he was ashamed of himself.

         TAY GARNETT: He was a victim of his own arrogance, I guess. He was half-smashed all the time.

         MINTA DURFEE: Our love for Mabel was so great. We lived with her and … we would have torn him into shreds, really. It was the end of something.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

            SILENT DIRECTORS

         

         ALAN DWAN: The way the motion picture business was growing, in two or three months a great deal could happen. History could happen, as a matter of fact.

         RICHARD SCHICKEL: Things moved so fast in those early years of development. The whole silent era isn’t much more than two decades.

         ROUBEN MAMOULIAN: You have to realize what a miracle films really are. You know, it’s the only art that was not created by the artist. The scientist invented motion pictures: Thomas Alva Edison and George Eastman. First you had these cheap little nickelodeons that were nothing—amusement—you put a nickel in, and you see a ballerina dancing. Then a giant, D. W. Griffith, walked in, and with one film, Birth of a Nation, which could also be called “birth of an art,” he created a new fine art of film.

         KING VIDOR: I remember when I first saw Birth of a Nation. They had a comedy, a two-reel Mack Sennett comedy, and then they had the big Birth of a Nation with a hundred-piece orchestra, and I think they had a newsreel, probably, too. I took a streetcar from Hollywood all the way downtown and saw the film and came home, and it was an exciting evening. You got your money’s worth. It was a big picture, a big show.

         RAOUL WALSH: Griffith was there from the beginning. All the hacking around, all the pies in the face, all the growth and just playing around not knowing what it all was or what it could be or become … David Wark Griffith was there in the beginning. He was the best then. At Biograph on 14th Street in New York. His pictures had class.

         LILLIAN GISH: It’s hard to describe the little house on 14th Street in New York City that was the Biograph Studios. Just a normal little brownstone house. That was the studio. That was the office. We’d seen our friend Gladys Smith in a movie made by Biograph, Lena and the Geese. There were no actors’ names on the films, and we knew her as Gladys Smith from the theater. Mother says, “Oh, what misfortune has fallen the Smiths? Do they have to go into movies to make a living?” Well, the next time we were in New York, we looked in the telephone book and found Biograph, right there on 14th Street, so we went down there and asked for Gladys Smith. They said, “There’s nobody here by that name.” We said, “Well, we saw her in Lena and the Geese,” and they said, “Oh! You mean little Mary!” They called for her, and down the stairs came Gladys Smith! She had become Mary Pickford. After warm greetings, a man came down the same steps, singing “She’ll never bring them in, she’ll never bring them in.” We felt this must be Mr. Biograph, because he seemed to own the whole thing. We were introduced, and he wanted to know if we could act. My sister, Dorothy, straightened way up and said grandly, “We are of the legitimate theater.” And he said, “I don’t mean reading lines. I mean, can you act?” Well, we didn’t know what he meant because we’d been in professional theater since Dorothy was four and I was five. We had been in the theater for seven years by then. And he said, “Come upstairs. My company’s up there. We’ll soon find out.” And he took us up there, and there they were, his troupe, including Lionel Barrymore. He called out to them a plot, and they started acting it out. It was a melodrama. There were two roles for girls in it. He didn’t know our names, so I had a blue ribbon in my hair, and he took a red ribbon off someone and put it on Dorothy. And he called us “Red” and “Blue.” He took out a little gun and started chasing us around the room, shooting at the ceiling! We thought we were in a madhouse! When we went back downstairs to Mother, we told her we’d never go there again, and she said, “Well, if there’s a Barrymore up there, it can’t be all bad.” So that was our introduction to Biograph, to the movies, and, of course, to Mr. Griffith.

         WILLIAM BEAUDINE: I graduated from high school in the Bronx in June 1909. Two weeks later, I was working for the Biograph. I was there till 1914, when they built a new studio on 175th Street and moved. They were down in a three-story stone mansion at 11 East 14th Street, and the stage we used was the ballroom—the only room big enough to put a set in. The other rooms were offices on the ground floor, cutting rooms on the second floor, and advertising department rooms on the third floor. Griffith was the only director at the time that I joined them. He used to make one single-reeler a week, and two split-reelers every month. His monthly output was three one-reel pictures and two five-hundred-foot comedies.

         I was only seventeen years old.

         In the wintertime we used to have to keep an alcohol lamp lit underneath the camera to prevent static. Out on location in the middle of winter, there would be a blanket around the tripod, and I would be under it with a box of matches to make sure the lamp didn’t go out. I used to have to carry that monstrous Biograph camera and the tripod, which was iron, it wasn’t any of this aluminum stuff. It was damn heavy. The camera was twice as big as any camera in existence at the time. I used to have the camera on one shoulder and the tripod under the other arm. I was assistant cameraman, property man, and assistant director all rolled into one. There was no such thing as a wardrobe person at that time, so if there was any wardrobe, that was part of my job, too. I was kind of an all-round guy—for $8 a week when I started.

         While D. W. Griffith was working, I wasn’t conscious of the fact that he was doing things differently from the other producers—like Pathé, Edison, Lubin, and those guys. I couldn’t compare, I wasn’t analytical at all. I mean, it was just a job to me.

         Nobody that I ever saw got too familiar with D.W. You never felt like putting your arm on his shoulder. There was a certain invisible screen between you always. He exuded that. I don’t know whether he demanded it. He didn’t have to demand it, as a matter of fact. He was always by himself. It was “Yes, Mr. Griffith.” Nobody ever called him by his first name. He never called any of the actors by their first name that I know of. You always felt you had to keep your distance.

         And yet he was a warm person to an extent. He was quite considerate. It was clear he really loved [cinematographer] Billy Bitzer. Billy was his right arm. No question about that.

         He was a good guy to work with. He sort of gave you credit for your ability and your integrity and so forth. But if he said, “That’s it,” that was it. There’s no compromising or argument—although I have seen him take suggestions from a grip … in a sort of Griffith way. That would be “Yes, thank you, Charlie.” And then Griffith would play around with the idea and change it a little so it would be his anyway. It would start him in a new direction. But very few people stepped up and said much to him. He had more guys trying to carry his chair and that sort of stuff. Wherever Griffith started to bend down, somebody put a chair under him.

         KARL STRUSS: Griffith was an interesting man to work with because he had strong ideas. And that’s what I like. He was in control at all times.

         ALAN DWAN: When I got started directing, I’d seen a few of Griffith’s pictures and was beginning to learn. I had to learn from the screen. I didn’t have any other way. I had no model but him. All of us looked to each other, and we picked up and manufactured what technique we could and watched the other fellow. The only man I ever watched was Griffith.

         RAOUL WALSH: I learned a lot from my work with Griffith: continuity and cutting and progressions—action. I watched the old man. I was always standing in back of him when I wasn’t acting or something … always did that when I was working for him. I watched how he shot the battles for Birth of a Nation. He was inventing and defining … when I started directing, I tried to minimize titles and stuff and tried to copy Griffith with pantomime and action. I did a lot of action that didn’t require titles, but they’d put them in anyway. “The posse is gaining.” You could see it was gaining.

         KARL STRUSS: Griffith was the only one who would actually watch all the action through the camera. He saw a moving picture in there.

         JOSEPH RUTTENBERG: D. W. Griffith and his cameraman, Billy Bitzer, used to experiment with everything. They used to cut the bottom out of bottles and make a disc for the lens and shoot through that, and they’d get soft focus that way. They started that whole thing.

         HENRY HATHAWAY: Griffith used irises and diffused backgrounds…. He’d take a piece of gauze and put it over the lens, and then he’d look through the camera and burn a hole in the gauze with a cigarette where he wanted the most light to come through. Griffith was the first one to use the close-up for storytelling, dramatically.

         RAOUL WALSH: He discovered the close-up, you know. He perfected it. Never been seen before. Everything had been just set up. They nailed the camera down to the floor, and they came in like it was a stage play and played everything that way.

         HENRY HATHAWAY: They considered acting to be full-figure acting. If you look at the old pictures, you’ll find that most of them were full-figure acting. All the actors worked in full figure. And the only actor that still continued that clear through to the end was Charlie Chaplin, who considered himself, his feet and his hands and the cane and the shoes and everything, to be a part of him. He was really the one example of a full-figure actor. There was rarely ever a close-up of Charlie Chaplin. Alan Dwan told me that when Griffith first started using the close-up, the exhibitors complained that there were these heads on the screen with no bodies.

         TAY GARNETT: The very earliest directors were thinking in terms of theater, and they photographed what they saw in front of them. It never occurred to them to do a close-up. They just got everybody in, got their whole set in, and played the action, put in the titles, and that was it. Then D. W. Griffith came along, and he said, “We can do so much more. When the hero gets the news about his mother’s tragic death, we must see the impact of that tragic news. We must move in close on this boy. We must see what it does to him. The only way we can get a look at his soul is if we get a look at his eyes. This means we must get another angle—be in close.” Someone objected. “What are you going to do with that close-up after you get it, D.W.?” And Griffith said, “I’ll stick it in there, and then we’ll go back to the other scene.” It was some time before they realized that if they had a close-up of the boy hearing the news, they should also have a close-up of the man who was telling the news. That put a frame around the entire little bit of business.

         LILLIAN GISH: When he started taking close-ups, up in the office they said, “We pay for the whole actor.” When Mr. Griffith entered films, he gave it the form and grammar it has today.

         KARL STRUSS: In Griffith’s battle scenes, everything had been planned ahead of time for any action by those leading the cavalry or whatever troops. The special-effects men with their explosions and smoke pots and things were placed.

         RAOUL WALSH: In those days I was his assistant, too, besides acting in some of his movies. I handled the cowboys and the Indians and the rough stuff for him. And I had a tough job. See, they had no telephones, and all of a sudden around five o’clock he’d say, “Raoul,” he’d say, “round up about ten or fifteen cowboys for tomorrow,” and then I’d have to get in the car and go down to Main Street to find these bastards in bars. I got everything all ready for him because he knew I knew about horses and cowboys and riders and stuff. And I watched how he went through things. You know, he visualized things, and he could get them into a story and take you away somewhere. He had it all in his head.

         GEORGE CUKOR: I was told that D. W. Griffith never had an actual script to work from, any kind of script, before talkies. These enormously complicated things were all in his head. Griffith never had a script! He kept it all in his head in every way.

         LILLIAN GISH: Nine years we worked for him, and I never saw anything in his writing or anybody’s writing except his name on the checks we were paid. You’d be in a big room, a sort of normal room, and he’d call out the plot. You’d walk through that, and it was up to you to find your character, how it moved, what it did, what it said. Of course, we all talked all the time we were doing it. We were in silent films, so whatever the character would say could be whatever we were saying. We just did what we were told.

         KING VIDOR: I used to hear about D. W. Griffith, because when Lillian Gish, who worked for Griffith, came over to work for me on La Bohème and later Duel in the Sun, she demanded in her contract with MGM that we rehearse the same way Griffith rehearsed. And they told me about it at MGM, and I said, “Well, I’m willing to try it.” She didn’t want any props or any doors or any set. I had a rough set put up, some tables and chairs, but she didn’t want anything. She said that interfered. Griffith used to write the script with actors, not with a typewriter but with actors. Because they were all in the stock company, they were all under salary, they were all there, and he used them, had them around on the stage, wrote the stories that way. And apparently they liked that, they got used to it. Lillian Gish was a great admirer of Griffith.

         KARL STRUSS: Griffith was a great one for getting out his old pictures and running them for actors while we were shooting. In the morning, at nine o’clock, as soon as we got on the set, we’d be in looking at some of his earlier work. These films that he would show us … he was taking them seriously … but maybe he was just stalling a little to decide what he was going to do on set. But he was the boss, and I worked very closely with him as to what he wanted, whether it was big battle scenes … or scenes where we used the moving camera … or whatever. If the camera was moving, he was right on the dolly, you know, and he would dictate the action to us while we were doing it.

         GEORGE CUKOR: He had come from the theater, but he invented the whole silent picture. He ennobled those melodramas like Orphans of the Storm and Broken Blossoms and Way Down East. He made them tragic and wonderful. I think he invented screen acting.

         LILLIAN GISH: You couldn’t “act.” You had to “be.” If he caught you acting, he knew the illusion was gone. So you had to be whatever you were supposed to be.

         ALAN DWAN: I liked a lot of the little things he was doing with actors. Of course, I had a different kind of acting group. He was using pretty girls and young people, and I was stuck mostly with character people. But I learned a lot of technique from him—where to put the camera and what kind of lighting to use. Griffith’s pictures were my school, I’d say. The only one any of us had. There were other pictures we’d see, but I didn’t care too much for them.

         TAY GARNETT: I’ll never forget one D. W. Griffith picture, I’m not sure what the title was. It showed a villain coming up to the house where the heroine lived. We had had very little prior chance to know this character. So it was imperative that the director establish him quickly as a hard-hearted, ruthless type before he met the girl. He was on his way to her front door. There was a bed of flowers bordering the sidewalk, and this guy stepped in them and smashed about a dozen pansies and kept right on going. That was all. But they inserted his foot crushing these pansies, and everyone in the audience knew he was a no-good so-and-so. It sold the point. Of course, as time went on, these symbolism gimmicks were much more refined, much more subtle and sophisticated, and consequently more effective. But they still required a tremendous amount of imagination and creativity. A director had to learn to say things visually. Ultimately he had to say visually substantially everything that is now said with words, sound effects, and music. Griffith knew how from the very first.

         LILLIAN GISH: He was at the studio every day, and he did all the work everybody did.

         KARL STRUSS: Although he was definitely the boss, I was never conscious of any friction between him and the people who were working with him or who were financing his pictures.

         RAOUL WALSH: A very quiet sort of man, sort of a dreamer, a loner. He had very few friends. All wrapped up in the picture, y’ know, and the different angles and stuff, and what he could do that was new. How he could mold these people to tell a story without any dialogue. Oh, he was a master … he was a master.

         GEORGE CUKOR: He really was an auteur. He conceived the whole thing. He was the master. In silent pictures where there was no text, he wrote in his head. You don’t have to do a great deal of script writing to be an auteur.

         LILLIAN GISH: He said, “I’m trying to do with the camera what the eye can do. What I am trying to do is make you see.”

         GEORGE CUKOR: My lawyer was his lawyer, Loyd Wright. And he said, “He was a man of great dignity. In fact, whenever he came into a meeting at United Artists, his associates would rise. He carried himself with so much dignity.” I had him to dinner, and Mary Pickford came. She was a remarkable woman, fascinating … an amusing woman. They were here at my home, and they were friends. I found that interesting because he was a mysterious man. He would keep people at a distance. He was charming, he was very distinguished, carried himself very well, but I should think he was unhappy. I liked him, but … you couldn’t really tell very much about who he really was. The Screen Directors Guild decided he was the first one to be given a life membership. There was this great meeting and he was introduced, and everybody, all the great directors, rose to their feet and he looked at them and they were expecting … something. In a rather coy, silly way, he said, “Oh, go to hell.” And sat down. He meant it to be a joke, but he was supremely tactless. They were expecting the master to say something because he was extremely respected.

         SIDNEY FRANKLIN: To work with or under this man or even on the same lot with him was a terrific honor.

         GEORGE CUKOR: I don’t think he was a very good businessman. He ran his own company, but he wasn’t only doing his own but also producing other ones. He spent himself. I really shouldn’t talk about Griffith, because there are people who know much more about him than I do. Someone said he started to drink heavily, but I never saw that. I don’t know. You don’t know what his misery was. I think the last years of his life were terribly sad.

         RAOUL WALSH: He was a man who lived by himself in a hotel and came to work alone and went home alone. His only interest was in making “pictures.” Griffith was only about “pictures, pictures, pictures.”

         LILLIAN GISH: He died a poor man, but he never owed a penny to anybody.

         JOHN SEITZ: D. W. Griffith was a great influence on other directors in the 1920s, but they had Cecil B. DeMille, too.

         ALAN DWAN: I never admired DeMille at all. I think he’s a great showman, but as a director … no. He was a garish type, a big, big canvas fellow. He was a Barnum & Bailey guy.

         CHARLTON HESTON: DeMille was very difficult. He was not a tyrant, but he had very firm control over the set. And nothing escaped him. He never raised his voice, but he could be very tough on assistant directors and propmen and people like that if they didn’t provide what he had expected. I once said to someone, after he had chewed out a propman, “Mr. DeMille’s pretty tough.” And the guy said, “No, he’s not tough. He just expects a good day’s work. A very good day’s work.” And that’s what he got from everyone.

         TAY GARNETT: In the industry, among the writers, directors, and producers, DeMille was never really highly regarded. He was greatly respected for his showmanship, but as a director, he was considered old-fashioned, a little hammy, and quite heavy-handed. These were the general opinions of the professional picture makers. But DeMille knew what the public wanted better than anybody in the business. He consistently made great big money earners. His pictures were loaded with top-star casts. He spent money like it was ready for the incinerator. Never had there been anyone in this business who consistently made as much money with his pictures—until Disney came along. DeMille’s silent films are magnificent, superb pieces of craftsmanship. Just magnificent. He’s the greatest, really.

         MITCHELL LEISEN: You know how many times I was fired by DeMille? Oh, oh, quite often! But I owe DeMille everything I ever learned about making pictures. Everything.

         Everybody adored him that ever worked for him. He might raise holy hell on the set, but it would be with a propman or with me or with somebody, but never with the star. But what he would do is put the fear into the actor by criticizing somebody else. But the minute we walked off the stage, he couldn’t have been more charming. He’d even apologize for blowing his stack or something: “There was nothing personal in that.” I’d say, “I know. Don’t worry, I’ve been with you long enough to know that.” He had very positive ideas of what he wanted. As I said, most of it was in capital letters, neon tubes. You had to learn to think as he thought.

         RAY RENNAHAN: DeMille was difficult. He was the boss. It was his way, and you had to hand it to the man, he was almost a miracle worker with some actors and everything. He had a sarcastic manner, but I think a lot of it was acting. I don’t think he was sincere about it, because I was with him on quite a number of pictures. He’d run the dailies at his house over in Los Feliz. He had a projection room there, and the whole crew would go in, cameramen, art directors, costume people, assistant directors. It was a little show every night. Everyone was welcome, but he liked to be difficult. He’d pick his person.

         HAL ROSSON: DeMille was a delight to work with! He always had time enough to tell you what he was trying to do. He had a scheme of what he wanted, and nothing was ever too monstrous in size for him to accomplish. My sister, Gladys Rosson, was a stenographer, and she got the job of being C.B.’s private secretary. She was with him for thirty-nine years. He was very loyal.

         HENRY HATHAWAY: Everybody worked with DeMille sooner or later. He hired a lot of people. He had one guy who’d grab the megaphone when he let go of it and another guy to be there with a chair so he could sit down without looking behind him.

         MERVYN LEROY: I was part of a camera crew on one of DeMille’s pictures in the early days. And Cecil B. DeMille always said that I was the first one who invented soft focus … because I got everything out of focus.

         RIDGEWAY CALLOW: From the point of view of assistant directors, he was indeed a tyrant. He was the most sarcastic man I have ever worked for, and I did several pictures with him in the capacity of “herder.”

         In the early days of the picture industry—that is, before the formation of the Directors Guild—whenever they filmed mob scenes, “herders” were employed to help out the few assistant directors assigned to the show. Although termed “herders,” they were actually extra assistant directors for crowd control. In productions with complicated action of the extras, one herder was employed for every hundred extras. The biggest use of herders in those lush days, was, of course, DeMille, who specialized in epics with “casts of thousands.”

         DeMille was a master in mob control. He demanded complete silence when he spoke, so much so that one could hear a pin drop. He was addressing his mob one day when he caught an extra talking to her friend in the background. “When I’m talking, young lady, what do you have to say that’s so important?” The girl in question was a well-known extra by the name of Sugar Geise, an ex-showgirl and a great wit. Bravely, she spoke up. “I only said to my friend, ‘When is that bald-headed son of a bitch going to call lunch?’” There were a few apprehensive seconds of silence. Then Mr. DeMille yelled, “LUNCH!” So he did have a sense of humor.

         MITCHELL LEISEN: He was a very religious man on Sunday … whenever he wasn’t on his boat with his mistress.

         The way I met DeMille and was hired by him is typical of the silent era. Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn were very good friends of my family, and Ted asked me if I’d like to go out to dinner one night. I sat next to a very charming woman [Jeanie MacPherson, DeMille’s key collaborator for more than twenty-five years]. I didn’t know who she was, being fresh out of college and just out here for a vacation, actually. She said she’d like to have me meet Mr. Cecil B. DeMille. Well, I’d been raised on all the DeMille silent spectacles, and I was so thrilled. When he met me, he said, “Miss MacPherson tells me about the wonderful work you do. I’d like to have you come and work for me.” So I thought, All right, it would be a good chance to see the inside of a studio, so I went. DeMille was making The Admirable Crichton (renamed Male and Female because he got several letters from exhibitors saying they didn’t want another naval picture and who was this Admiral Crichton?). DeMille wanted some costumes designed, and I’d never designed costumes in my life. As I said, I was out here on a vacation, but what the hell. I went through Ted’s library of art books and went to the public library and a few other things, and I made three sketches. DeMille said he’d give me $100 apiece for them and a year’s contract for $100 per week. I signed a piece of paper, and then I found out I not only had to design these three things, I had to do fifty more, and I also had to make them! I went back to DeMille and said I was sorry but I needed to go back to Chicago, where I had another job. He said, “You have a contract with me.” I said, “Yes, Mr. DeMille, but I have a job in Chicago. This is just movies.” He said, “Well, it may be just movies to you, but it’s still a legitimate contract and you are under contract to me.” And I was. And that’s where I started. And I’ve been out here ever since.

         EDITH HEAD: On the big DeMille films, we would work sometimes fifteen, sometimes eighteen months in in preparation. But remember, I was one of six designers on those films. We would have designers who did nothing but the men’s uniforms or the clothes for the charioteers, and someone else would do the dancing girls. There were designers for specific periods … and DeMille did not want accurate clothes. His costumes were not academically correct to the historic period. He wanted what he wanted. A lot of people have been rather cruel about the DeMille attitudes toward fashion, but it was what DeMille wanted, and the public got it and loved it, and that was all he cared about.

         MITCHELL LEISEN: You see, DeMille had no nuances. Everything was in neon lights six feet tall: LUST. REVENGE. And so forth and so on. De-Mille loved wild imagination. I don’t think anybody ever wore a dress like the white peacock costume I made for Miss Gloria Swanson in Male and Female. Remember, I did that crazy sketch, and then he wanted me to make it! I’d never made a dress in my life before, and the head of the wardrobe department at that time was not about to have me making anything. So she stuck me in a little room about the size of a table with a bunch of women to help me. The train on that dress is batik. The peacock feathers are all painted in with wax, and it was dyed a pale green so you saw the white feathers on this train. Then it was embroidered with pearls for the eyes. You paint it with wax. Then you dye it and you press the wax out of the material, and it leaves the pattern. Plain, ordinary beeswax. You have to be very careful not to crack it, or you’ll get a crackle effect. So that was how the dress was made, for the first time.

         Gloria was a very small person, very short. To give her height, I had wooden shoes made, which were Babylonian bulls standing on four legs. The wings came up on the sides of her feet, and that’s what she wore.

         TAY GARNETT: Originally, there was an intense rivalry between the Griffith faction and the DeMille faction, but Griffith was nearly nonexistent by the time DeMille had achieved his enormous stature. Griffith had slipped badly by the end of the silent era, but DeMille never did slip. He was a highly intelligent man with the most fantastic sense of what the public wanted of any man I ever knew. And he gave it to them constantly. I don’t think he ever had a flop.

         TEETE CARLE: DeMille had his own publicity staff. He had his own personnel all the way from go. He was savvy. If you want to set up a big big picture for sale, I would say just let him do the whole thing. I was his publicity director and was instrumental in bringing in the whole publicity for DeMille on The Ten Commandments [1956 remake]. DeMille had two unit men to write copy, a girl who did nothing but promote the religious material, and all the public relations such as women’s clubs and things like that, and he had an art editor and a flock of secretaries—it was all his own special publicity staff. Not that of the studio. They were all on Ten Command­ments, and I have to tell you that Gone with the Wind really didn’t have as complete and detailed and in-depth campaign that Ten Commandments did because Ten Commandments not only had the campaign for the picture as a picture, but it went into the uncovering of hidden audiences or new audiences or lost audiences. In other words, DeMille was trying to attract people who had long since stopped going to the motion pictures because of age or whatever. DeMille knew if he was going to have to bring in the ultimate in money, he couldn’t just depend on people who were going to the movies regularly. He had to go out and dig up these other people.

         MERIAN C. COOPER: Oh, he was a great showman, DeMille was. A great showman.

         RIDGEWAY CALLOW: Well, in the end, DeMille is a very famous name. And there’s that classic Hollywood joke.

         RUDY BEHLMER: I first heard it about the time DeMille’s remake of Ten Commandments was released. It concerned an imaginary situation supposedly taking place while DeMille was filming the parting of the Red Sea. There were hundreds of extras, special-effects rigs to shake the earth, dump tanks to unleash thousands of gallons of water on the extras, et cetera. DeMille explained that three cameras were covering the scene, since it would be too costly to shoot it again. Then DeMille yelled, “Action!” All hell broke loose. The ground shook, the water came down in torrents. The effect was superb. After the chaos had subsided, DeMille checked with the number one cameraman: his lens had cracked from some hurtling debris. The number two cameraman was so excited he forgot to take off the lens cap. The number three cameraman—way up high on a tower—upon being asked how the action was for him yelled down …

         RIDGEWAY CALLOW: “Ready when you are, C.B.!”

         RICHARD SCHICKEL: Say what you will, Cecil B. DeMille is a Hollywood legend.

         HAL MOHR: An influential and important director I worked with in the silent years was Erich von Stroheim. I’ve been hailed today for things that von Stroheim did on Greed, thirty years ago, before I ever did it. He was a fiend for work. Many nights, I never even got away from the studio, I’d just sleep for two or three hours on the set and go to work as soon as I woke up the next day.

         FAY WRAY: In those days there was very little consideration about overtime. There were no unions. There was no Screen Actors Guild.

         HAL MOHR: Von Stroheim … he was a master. He had his own company, a big group of technicians and actors who appeared in all his films, who moved with him from project to project.

         FAY WRAY: I came to meet von Stroheim first through a woman who was an agent, not for actors but for books. She was an author’s agent. And I was under contract to Universal and was making two-reelers and four-reelers and westerns and that kind of leading lady sort of thing, and anyway, she came to the studio and she saw me and she said that she thought I would be good for von Stroheim’s new picture and she would like to arrange to take me to an interview with him. Of course, I was exceedingly responsive to that idea because I admired him very much. I knew he was a strong and important talent, and so I was delighted and we made arrangements, although I was under contract to Universal. It never occurred to me that it would be unethical for me to go toodling off to get myself something else to do.

         We went to see him, but we had to go through a man who was the vice president of the company which was organized to make The Wedding March, it being an independent situation, and this man, when he looked at me, he said, “Absolutely no.” I was not blond, and I was perhaps too tall, because von Stroheim was short and he would be my leading man as well as my director, but my feeling was extremely strong. I had the mystical feeling that the role belonged to me, and so I was not going to be dissuaded.

         We went in to see von Stroheim, and it was really a tremendous experience for me to meet him and sense his electric, dynamic quality. I sat in a chair while he told the film’s story. He paced up and down, telling it, and I simply listened, and finally he said to me, “Do you think you could play that role?” And I said, “I know I can!” The interview was over, and I stood up to say goodbye, and he took my hand and he said, “Well, goodbye, Mitzi.” That was the character’s name! And in my thinking, he was saying to me, “The role is yours.” My tensions had been building up, so when he said that, it was just so beautiful and so simple a way, I thought, of telling me that the role was mine, that I just simply burst into tears. Now, I think up to that point, he was only moderately interested. He was considering a lot of other people, but that really, really got him absolutely excited, and then his whole attitude accelerated and he thought it was marvelous that I was responsive, and so far as I know, from that moment, he never considered anyone else.

         And so I went very soon to work with von Stroheim, and it was marvelous. There was a sense that this was not going to be an ordinary experience.

         HAL MOHR: Everybody loved Von, and he loved everyone else. Well, it’s a funny thing, but I loved von Stroheim, too. I think he was a marvelous man. I think he was truly a genius. I also think he was an exhibitionist … and a wastrel … and a sadistic guy. He liked to make people suffer. Well, what can I tell you?

         I’ll never forget the day when actor Matthew Betz had to play a scene where he cut off a piece of meat when he saw Fay Wray for the first time and then shove this hunk of meat in his mouth. Stroheim—he was a sadist of the first order—would keep the cameras running as long as he could until this guy, you’d see him begin to turn pale and he’d throw up. He just couldn’t chew the damned stuff. It was hot as hell in that studio, and the set was supposed to be a butcher’s shop where the meat had been hanging so long it was full of maggots. Von Stroheim would laugh at Betz. He thought it was funny as hell. And we’d do take after take with the poor bastard throwing up, eating this maggoty meat … and Von just kept on and this guy was getting sicker and sicker, Von enjoying it more and more. I mean, it was a most uncomfortable picture to make.

         WALTER PLUNKETT: He was very conceited, very superior, an autocratic person. You went to him praying he would say okay. He had very definite ideas of what he wanted and didn’t allow you much leeway to create.

         MARGARET BOOTH: Well, of course, von Stroheim was a very difficult man to work with. Temperamental and difficult, and he wanted his own way.

         HAL MOHR: Yes, Stroheim was a very temperamental guy, but when I took over a picture he’d been having some trouble with up to that time, he and I got along so well, we were almost sleeping together. It was one of those things—we were so fond of each other. And it was a very trying picture to make. He was performing in it as well as directing, and he was a man who had to have his uniforms and costumes be the ultimate in perfection. I mean, if a man was supposed to be wearing an iron boot, he was wearing an iron boot. There was no nonsense about the man.

         RAY RENNAHAN: Von Stroheim was von Stroheim. He was a fanatic for detail. He would see something—if he had a line of solders and he would see something, he would go down and change a button on a man’s lapel or something like that. He was so observing of everything. I remember one time we were at MGM, and I was on a four-foot parallel so we could get a high shot of this scene, and von Stroheim was up there on the camera with me and he saw a man’s collar that was turned up and he walked right out on the platform. He wasn’t conscious of being on a four-foot platform, and he fell down and broke his leg. Just to change a little collar! He could have called in an assistant or anyone to do it, but not him. He broke his leg instead.

         FAY WRAY: The detail of every little thing mattered—the locket I was to wear, the cross I was to wear, the earrings—it was all a lovely experience, and to feel that someone had every phase of the film so well in hand, so well in mind, just made you feel secure. That was a lovely feeling.

         HAL MOHR: I remember shooting the apple orchard scene in The Wedding March. We had these apple blossoms filtering down through the trees constantly, and to match everything up perfectly, the script girl would have to know if an apple blossom hit the star’s forehead or landed on her shoulder or anything…. If he saw it and she didn’t speak of it before the next take, the matching take, he’d raise holy hell about it…. You can imagine, with these things slipping down through the trees. It was murderous. He was a real taskmaster. And those blossoms, they were all put on the tree at one time. They were all made by hand and put on one at a time.

         FAY WRAY: Fifty thousand handmade apple blossoms! Paper apple blossoms. And some of them were wax.

         HAL MOHR: Oh, it was a beautiful set.

         FAY WRAY: The preparation, the details and the care and consideration that went into everything! The costumes and the testing and the photography by Hal Mohr … when I saw myself up there on the screen, I just couldn’t believe it. It had a kind of luminous glow that made you go into a kind of make-believe experience that I thought was beautiful. I was already transported into the feeling of the whole film, and it just continued that way right to the very end.

         HAL MOHR: Of course, he was a slave driver. But it was pleasant. It was hard work, but it was pleasant. I had no gripe at all other than the fact that Von had to have a patsy, you know. He had to have a whipping boy, and fortunately I was not his whipping boy until I began to see it coming my way. That was when I broke the thing up and got the hell out of there. I refused to be a whipping boy.

         LEWIS MILESTONE: I liked working with him. I directed him in two pictures. He never gave you any trouble. He was a very disciplined man. When he acted, he acted. He never interfered. If I talked a scene over with him, sure, like any actor, he would have some suggestions, but he was very, very easy to get along with. Yes, I liked working with him, and so did Billy Wilder …

         BILLY WILDER: … I always liked his pictures, and I liked him. As a very young kid in Berlin, I collected his autographs … ones that he had sent back to my requests. I decided to do that picture, Five Graves to Cairo, and we cast him as Rommel. He’s not an actor, really, but a tremendous personality. He arrived from Paris, where he lived, while we were out at Indio shooting tank scenes in the desert. When I came back to the studio, they told me that Stroheim was in Western Costumes, trying on his uniform as Rommel. I had never met him before in my life, so Western Costumes is just around the corner from Paramount, you know, on Melrose, and I rushed across and there he is. I clicked my heels, and I said, “My name is Wilder.” He says, “How are you?” In order to be kind to him and make him feel good, I said, “Who would have ever thought that little Wilder is going to direct big Stroheim?” And he just sort of bobbed to me a little bit. I said, “You know your problem, Erich, is that you were always ten years ahead of your time.” And he looks directly at me, and he says, “Twenty!” That was it. That was Stroheim. And then Greed, of course. That was the beginning of when Hollywood started to be afraid of directors who are let loose. Somebody told me that Stroheim was shooting Greed in San Francisco and he stopped shooting for three days because there wasn’t enough horseshit in the streets. They had to collect it from all over, from San Jose or wherever, all over, because that’s what he wanted. Plenty of good horseshit.

         FAY WRAY: Today people always talk about his extravagance. I suppose I was aware of that to some degree. There were scenes on The Wedding March which were to be made in which I was not appearing, and I was not supposed to come to the set at all because those were the scenes that were set in a bordello. I was not allowed on the set. All that was supposed to take ten days or something like it. They started shooting, and it went on and on and on. It went on, I think, for three weeks. And so I became aware that the costs of the movie were going well beyond what had been scheduled. And he spent money on many things that would never be seen on the screen, such as the cost of musicians. He always had music going on the set at all times, and I have only to hear some of those Viennese waltzes to be absolutely transported back into that time.

         HAL MOHR: Von Stroheim was an extravagant man. He used up a hell of a lot of film, very extravagant. He was not a cheap director as far as the producer was concerned. If he wanted to get an over-the-shoulder close-up and he couldn’t get the camera where he needed it, he’d cut a hole in the wall. Today he would be impossible. He just couldn’t exist today because he would bankrupt people. He would never say “Cut.” He’d just keep going and going. He’d do a scene—say a close-up of a star—and we’d do maybe … oh, hell … as many as thirty or forty takes of a scene without any explanation as to why he wanted to do it over again. He’d just say, “Oh, let’s do it again,” you know. Unhappy about it, obviously, but he wouldn’t give any new direction or anything like that, just hoping out of the next take could come an inspired performance that would give him exactly what he was looking for because he didn’t know what the hell he was looking for. He just knew it had to be a certain thing. And sometimes he’d just get up and say, “Oh, the hell with it.” Sometimes he’d print them all. Oh, yes, he was extravagant. With any small problem or any difficulty, he would stay with it until he got it the way he wanted it.

         They went broke making that film, ran out of money due to his extravagances. I don’t want to say anything about him that would be unkind, and he was certainly no more extravagant or anywhere near as willfully extravagant as this Italian son of a bitch that they got over here to make Zabriskie Point and broke MGM. A man that had made one picture by accident, a great picture called Blow-up. And on the strength of that, he took it upon himself to destroy the American film industry by making Zabriskie Point. Have you seen that thing?

         FAY WRAY: Von Stroheim had taste in photography. He was very, very demanding about how he himself should be photographed, and that’s where it was difficult sometimes for Hal Mohr to do just as he wanted. They would get tired, and the shooting went on very, very long hours, very long. And there was no air-conditioning or any of the amenities or joys of that kind of thing we have today. It was very hard work, just physically, but it was for me a tremendous pleasure. I really adored doing that film, just adored doing it. I would arrive in the morning about six o’clock and perhaps wouldn’t leave until nine. So many times, as I drove home, it seemed to me I would have to hold my head in my left hand and turn the wheel with my right because I was very, very tired. But I always went back to the studio with great anticipation.

         HAL MOHR: The only thing that he was very alert about on photography was that he had an air cyst behind his head. It looked like a tumorous sort of a thing, but it was just a cyst of air in there. And I think Von was somewhat of a physical coward, because he never wanted that thing punctured or removed and he didn’t want to see it on the screen. And his hair, as you know, was always clipped very close to his scalp, so in photographing him I had to be very cautious that there was never a highlight that would hit that cyst. Otherwise I don’t recall him telling me a damn thing about how things were to be shot, either on lighting or diffusion or what lenses to use or a damn thing. We’d look at the rushes every night, and the only thing I ever got from him in the projection room was “That’s beautiful, Hal. That’s beautiful, Hal.” He never, never made any comments as to things he wanted differently. I don’t ever remember Von looking through the camera or even saying “We should have a close-up here” or anything. So far as I can remember, and I would remember if it had been anything different, he never interfered in any way at all with the way I set the camera, the way I lined up a shot.

         FAY WRAY: He could be very despondent. He was moody at times. As an actor, sometimes he couldn’t work. He just couldn’t pull himself up into the scene. I remember on one occasion, on one evening, he was weary, he was tired, and the musicians tried to play more happy music and so on and he didn’t feel like smiling and he couldn’t smile and so we all went home.

         HAL MOHR: He sometimes thought he was failing, but you’ll never find a greater picture than his Greed.

         PAUL IVANO: I was hired to shoot some of the Death Valley scenes in von Stroheim’s epic Greed, but there was nothing, no place to live out there in those days. We lived in tents. A hundred and twenty-five during the day, not counting the sunshine, and our tents never got cooler than a hundred and two at night and the paint fell off the cars, cracked up and fell. I think one of our cooks died from the heat. I told the production manager, “Send me back.” I was in bad shape. There was no use of staying there. That expedition out there cost money.

         LEWIS MILESTONE: In those days, when you spent a million dollars, it was like spending ten times that amount today. Or twenty times. And Erich von Stroheim felt, you see, that his job was to create a motion picture and the cost was the production office’s business. And they tried to bring him into the framework of the emerging studio picture business. Things were changing, becoming more organized, more controlled, than in the earlier days. Now budget people were starting to give a director a schedule of “You’re going to shoot it in six weeks or five weeks or seven weeks or eight weeks.” And if you go over a day or two, then there was a panic. And von Stroheim couldn’t care less. See, he was making his picture, and that’s what he was trying to do. His biggest excess was, of course, when he did McTeague—he called it Greed eventually—and he wound up with something like twenty-three, twenty-four reels of film, and that’s nothing exceptional because maybe that could happen before you assemble the thing, before you actually do the editing. It might be in twenty, twenty-five, thirty reels. But then you edit and you bring it down. But in those days, they said, “Thirty reels of film!” And they wouldn’t let him cut it. They wouldn’t let him do the editing. Thalberg grabbed the picture away from him, and he did the editing. It started becoming a constant battle between the director and the producer.

         Von Stroheim had ideas about how to show Greed. He proposed that it would be a wonderful thing to do an important picture on two consecutive nights. And they howled with laughter, and they laughed him out of the office. But subsequently people actually did that. They did it in a stage play. For [Eugene] O’Neill’s play that went on the stage, you came to the theater at five o’clock in the afternoon, they let you out for dinner, you came back to see the rest of it on the second session. So it wasn’t that crazy, but anything von Stroheim suggested, they immediately ruled out. Look—after he left Hollywood and he went to Paris, he did some wonderful work as an actor. But Greed was destroyed.

         JOHN SEITZ: Cut down, it was twenty-six reels. Von said he couldn’t take out another inch of the film if it killed him. And it had to be shorter. Someone who saw Von’s own lengthy cut said, “Well, we asked for a bungalow, and he gave us an apartment house.”

         FAY WRAY: He had a marvelous talent to find some thing, some mannerism, some attitude that you might have naturally that he liked, and he would say, “Use that.” You know? “Do that.” He made you feel that you were in fact creating as you went along. And he was not an imposer of ideas. I think he rather freed you, because there was a strength about him that made you feel that whatever you did was all right and that he would just guide you. When you did something, whatever you did that he liked, he would praise you very, very much. He made me feel quite wonderful. Of course, I was relating to him as an actor, because he played opposite me.

         I regret it very much that I couldn’t do another film with him. I felt I would’ve grown very much as an actress if I could’ve stayed—done one or two more. I didn’t see him again until some years later, and he went to Europe, came back. There was an evening when he was at a party that was at William Wyler’s house, and we talked a lot and I could see his sadness. It was a very, very large sadness, I think, for not having been able to continue to make films here.
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