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1
            Preface

         

         Histories of studio film-making have a habit of skimming over the disasters – those moments of doomed expenditure that pull the curtain back on what the culture was thinking. As in: what the hell were they thinking?

         Failure fascinates, though, for all the reasons that sure-fire success is a drag. Merely log the highest-grossing films of a given decade, the Best Picture winners, and so forth, and you’re telling only a flattering fraction of the Hollywood story. You could also argue that the only genuinely interesting financial successes, in the world of cinema, are the ones no one saw coming.

         James Cameron’s Titanic (1997) was widely tipped to be a fiasco, and left every box office record in its wake. The Blair Witch Project (1999) was made for peanuts by a bunch of film students no one had ever heard of. Those are extreme cases – arguably the two most extreme – of beating the odds. The vast majority of hits, in an industry notoriously averse to betting on anything other than proven certainties, fall into neither category.

         Films that flop exorbitantly are the flipside to that norm, and thereby reveal a lot. Before their downfall, they were often dreamed up erroneously as sure things, by some backstage calculus derived from everything box office is meant to teach us – in terms of popular taste, demographic reach, star power, genre favouritism.

         Harshly exposing the flaws in that business model, the saga of an archetypal flop has everything. Escalating budgets. Clashing egos. Acts of God. It’s far more compelling to read the story of an out-of-control Gigli (2003) than a machine-tooled megahit like Avengers: 2Infinity War (2018). This isn’t just because the prospect of a blockbuster crashing and burning attracts our instincts for rubbernecking, but because flops themselves can be such durably interesting artefacts.

         They’re the medium’s weirdos, outcasts, misfits, freaks. They can be reappropriated after the event as camp treats; they can linger, Ozymandias-like, as monuments to studio hubris, hobbled and crumbling; or they can electrify decades later for reasons of genuine artistry, as misunderstood, radical, ahead of their time.

         All of these categories will be explored here, case by case. In nearly a quarter-century (yikes) of reviewing professionally, I’ve had to deal in print with all manner of eye-watering abominations – some of these among the more recent debacles that have made the cut. But there’s a century of cinema to turn over, and I’m fascinated by what the bygone era can tell us with its turkeys.

         The silent age, when film-makers were testing the boundaries of what this fledgling medium could achieve, saw the first monumental battles between art and commerce waged on screen, with directors, studios and stars hacking at each other in the fray. I’ve chosen two examples here that lost a fortune, and are among the most fascinating films of their day, not just for everything that went wrong, but for the creative ambition that survives in both pictures as we now have them.

         Several other films in this book are near masterpieces. Their stark financial failure will be tackled, but so will their risky flexes and unorthodox brilliance. Each was deeply costly to the careers of those film-makers, who were sent to directors’ jail for having soaraway visions no one managed to sell. The least they deserve is retrospective appreciation for what they got on screen, however painfully unrewarded it went at the time.

         Another subset of what’s included are what we might opt to call ‘disasterpieces’ – films with wild, commercially fatal problems but a peculiar integrity. There are some uniquely messy enterprises we can Preface 3behold with the benefit of hindsight and not really imagine, or even want, fixed. There’s an aura to such behemoths I’ve always found alluring: they might have defeated their makers, but somehow they live on, not least as test cases for how not to spend a studio’s millions.

         The chosen films are a jumbled, motley crew – but that’s kind of the idea. Without knowing it, they all say something about the circumstances that saw them produced. And while plenty of them should be fed to the wolves head first, others can be held up as magnificent. Quality’s meant to be all over the map.

         Instead, two main criteria govern what’s in. The production on each film has to have been epic or crackers, a comedy of errors, or in some way freshly entertaining to recount. (A few old warhorses are discussed only in passing, simply because they’ve been flogged to death.) On top of that, their commercial fortunes need to have been genuinely atrocious. Nothing here broke even, or nearly did. Nothing that was savagely panned by critics but crawled home with a modest profit (John Boorman’s berserk Exorcist II (1977), for instance) counts as enough of a bomb.

         Waterworld (1995) needs a mention. It’s an instructive case of an at-the-time infamous bellyflop that actually wasn’t one, despite being a summer blockbuster released amid damning media coverage of hubris and overspend. It’s also not terrible, and that’s what saved it, differentiating it from Kevin Costner’s subsequent post-apocalyptic clunker, The Postman (1997). Waterworld cost Universal around $175m, an unprecedented sum at the time, but recouped $264.2m at the global box office. With the added expense of prints and marketing, this still left it marginally in the red; a few years later, thanks to ancillary revenues from home entertainment, it would have crossed the line. 4

         
            *

         

         It’s hard to say exactly when mainstream reporting began weighing in so avidly, and more often correctly, to predict flops. Industry bibles such as Variety have been totting up grosses and sussing out budgets since day one. Somewhere along the line, this tipped over into weekly sport across America’s breakfast tables.

         News pages started trumpeting the victory laps of Star Wars (1977) at the same time as flaunting, with often gleeful Schadenfreude, the ballooning costs and seemingly ruinous delays of Apocalypse Now (1979) – or ‘Apocalypse Later’, as it was snarkily dubbed while production in the Philippines ran on and on. Francis Ford Coppola – like Cameron after him on the similarly bad-press-plagued Titanic – was vindicated by his film’s wild success.

         But this last laugh didn’t last long, as he would find out on his very next film, the incredibly costly One from the Heart (1981) – a case of the budget being reviewed and the film itself disappearing in a trice. Then came The Cotton Club (1984), a chaotic mess of a production in which he and producer Robert Evans were at constant loggerheads. This double whammy torpedoed Coppola’s stature for years as a big-budget film-maker, illustrating what reputational damage multiple flops can wreak.

         Some bad press is insurmountable. During the Montana shoot on Michael Cimino’s Heaven’s Gate (1980), an undercover journalist called Les Gapay went so far as to sneak on set as an extra, to confirm rumours of the absolute madness unfolding.1 When the film came out, scraping together the grosses of any studio executive’s worst nightmares, Cimino’s film became a byword for Hollywood’s most wasteful tendencies, and a convenient rebuke to the overblown importance of the auteur – a film to which studios could point forever more to justify playing it safe.

         From then on, any film with a hefty price tag suddenly had a target on its back. Failures couldn’t avoid being publicised, even smirkily given Preface 5trophies. The Golden Raspberry Awards were inaugurated in 1981 – that rather juvenile institution purporting, as a kind of anti-Oscars, to celebrate the worst of everything Hollywood has to offer.

         Duly nominated for Worst Picture in 1988, Elaine May’s uncertain comedy Ishtar (1987), pairing Warren Beatty and Dustin Hoffman as talentless lounge singers, had been bedevilled by media attention crowing that it was a wildly overpriced vanity project. Ditto Hudson Hawk (1991), the lead-footed Bruce Willis caper that won big, but only at the Razzies.

         Costner’s Dances with Wolves (1990) had already been dubbed ‘Kevin’s Gate’, and could easily have gone the same way, but proved everyone wrong, not only winning seven Oscars but making an extraordinary fortune for a three-hour-long, levity-free frontier western. But the nickname lingered, soon attaching itself to Waterworld instead – or ‘Fishtar’, if you prefer.

         Studios now have a convenient burial plot for their most embarrassing product, which can be swiftly sold off to streaming services and thereby submerged with minimal public exposure. Such companies have no obligation to reveal stats on how many people are watching, say, Joe Wright’s The Woman in the Window (2021), a shambolic $40m thriller funded by Fox, originally to be released by Disney, delayed by Covid, and then dumped, three years after it was made, on Netflix.

         Streaming berths are these days a safe house for commercially dicey films, and have curbed the whole sport of guessing the flop. Netflix spent a king’s ransom on such flicks as the sci-fi thrillers Bright (2017, $90m) and Mute (2018, $140m), George Clooney’s The Midnight Sky (2020, $100m), Michael Bay’s 6 Underground (2019, $150m), the Scottish epic Outlaw King (2018, $120m), the megabucks heist caper Red Notice (2021, $200m), and such interchangeable spy romps as The Gray Man (2022, $200m) and Heart of Stone (2023, $140m). 6

         Were any of these flops? Without viewing figures or opening weekends to give us a metric, that can be only a matter of speculation. Blushes can be spared that way; careers conserved. Besides, the whole concept of the flop as we used to know it has been further eroded by the box office impact of Covid-19, which for the best part of two years made everything into a flop, and pushed viewers in their droves towards the convenience of home cinema.

         This is why the final film to get a chapter here could easily be the last banner fiasco of its kind, which merits pride of place as the grand finale to this survey of celluloid wreckage. How could it not? If it exists to prove anything, it’s that the medium would actually be the lesser without its flops. We crave them, we need to know all about them, and sometimes we can’t help but treasure them, even when we also can’t believe what we’re physically seeing. This is why I come, not to bury this ill-fated litter of miscellaneous catastrophes, but to dig them back up, one by one.

         
            305NOTES

            1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/1979/09/02/shoot-out-at-heavens-gate/c9785a69-2f68-437b-852f-bec237f0afc8/

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            Intolerance (1916)

            
               Director: D. W. Griffith

               Budget: ~$2.5m+?

               Gross: ~$1m

               white elephants – the god of Hollywood wanted white elephants, and white elephants he got – eight of ’em, plaster mammoths perched on mega-mushroom pedestals, lording it over the colossal court of Belshazzar, the pasteboard Babylon built beside the dusty tin-lizzie trail called Sunset Boulevard.

               Kenneth Anger, Hollywood Babylon

            

         

         It was one of the most ostentatiously vast film sets ever built – walls 300 feet high, enclosing a city within a city, with 3,000 costumed extras wandering about inside. These Babylonians-for-hire, all LA natives pocketing a tidy $2-a-day wage for their troubles, couldn’t have helped ogling the hanging gardens, the giant thrones, the steps leading your eye in every direction. The office of the design department had to be put on stilts just so they could see what they were meant to be doing.

         D. W. Griffith, then the most celebrated director in America, and already its most controversial, was not messing around. The Birth of a Nation (1915), one of the very earliest feature-length films, had been the Titanic of its day, achieving staggering profitability and cultural impact. It was the first movie ever to be screened for the White House and the Supreme Court.

         It also fuelled the revival of the Ku Klux Klan. With its hate-mongering agenda barely veiled under a shimmer of antebellum nostalgia, it’s tarred forever with that brush: today, it’s the film taught to illustrate twentieth-century racism, rather than technical craft, as it used to be. This toxic artefact could be easier to forget if it hadn’t 8been the original blockbuster, revolutionary in business terms, and a foundation stone for the entire industry.

         Griffith was not unaffected by the Birth backlash, including attempts by the NAACP* to ban it, which succeeded for two years in Ohio, and newspaper columns (by the likes of Booker T. Washington) urging a public boycott. Far from being chastened, the Kentucky-born director’s response was furious indignation, and he was able to take solace in the popular fervour backing up everything he was trying to say. One viewer was so incensed when Mae Marsh’s Flora flees her attempted rapist in the film (played by white actor Walter Long in blackface) that he took out a handgun and started firing at the screen to try to help her.

         Accused of intolerance by his political enemies, Griffith would have none of it – indeed, he considered them the intolerant ones. He went so far as to publish a cartoon pamphlet called ‘The Rise and Fall of Free Speech in America’, which used the word ‘intolerance’ repeatedly, depicting examples of censorship through history.1

         From this thesis, the film sprang. A fallacy used to circulate that this grandiose follow-up was conceived as an atonement cum apology for Birth. The very opposite was the case. Griffith aimed to outdo his earlier film in spectacle, but was also doubling down on his statement, determined to parade the evil forces he was up against.

         Intolerance wound up being four films in one, set across four historical time frames spanning 2,500 years of human civilisation, which were daringly cross-cut to illustrate his overarching theme. But this was not Griffith’s initial plan. He first shot the most contemporary, starkly affecting story as a stand-alone feature – ‘The Mother and the Law’ – about a couple in the slums, played by Mae Marsh and Bobby Harron, who lose their baby to a corrupt orphanage. 9

         Lillian Gish, who’d played the lead role of Elsie Stoneman in The Birth of a Nation, went to a screening of ‘The Mother and the Law’ for studio employees in 1915. ‘We all agreed with him that the film was too small in theme and execution to follow Birth,’2 she remembered. Studio records prove that the other sections of Intolerance were initially to be filmed as separate productions by Griffith’s Majestic Film Corporation, until he had the grand idea of uniting them into one overwhelming tapestry.

         The project was ‘a mighty improvisation’,3 according to Griffith’s most exhaustive biographer, Richard Schickel. How were we to get from the Fall of Babylon in 538 bc, via a passion play on the last days of Christ, to the St Bartholemew’s Day Massacre of the Huguenots by Catholic mob violence in sixteenth-century France, and thence to the gritty modernity of ‘The Mother and the Law’?

         The Italian epic Cabiria (1914), by Giovanni Pastrone, had made Griffith green with envy,4 with its innovative roving camera and multiple story lines, and he became obsessed with outdoing it. The skeins of Roman history in that film, derived from Livy, featured such spectacles as Hannibal crossing the Alps with his elephants, and a palace set with two huge elephant sculptures on columns at the gate.

         Griffith was undoubtedly quite taken with the pachyderm imagery. There was no evidence elephants had ever been a part of Babylonian iconography, but when he set about designing the most lavish section of his own blockbuster, he needed plaster elephants right away, and he needed eight, to kick Pastrone into touch.

         No expense was spared in realising his vision for Babylon, which dwarfed everything around it. The second-unit director Joseph Henabery, who would also play a Huguenot admiral in the French section, bought hundreds of research volumes to assist in the designs, demanding two of each tome, so he could tear out pictures and paste 10them in a scrapbook, which weighed eight pounds by the time it was finished. Students of Assyrian culture – elephants aside – would be impressed by the accuracy of the end result.

         In terms of the scale of what Griffith was building, this was next-level showing-off. Griffith wanted ramparts along the top of the set that were wide and strong enough for chariots to be raced along them. A giant balloon was attached to the scaffolding to promote what was still called ‘The Mother and the Law’, before Intolerance took over as the title.

         While construction ran on and on, Griffith tinkered about idly with the remaining chapters – the Huguenot and Christ sections, which exercised his imagination far less than the other two. They wound up feeling truncated, and relatively perfunctory, compared with the conflict between Prince Belshazzar and Cyrus the Great in his Babylonian epic, and the plangent melodrama of the modern story.

         In early autumn 1915, Santa Ana winds attacked the set, and Babylon had to be battened down: steel hawsers were used to attach its timbers to railroad ties buried in the earth. But significant damage had already been done, and from then on the whole thing felt like a death trap. The horses enlisted for the chariot race freaked out because the structure was so high and kept wobbling beneath them. Cameramen were made to lean dangerously out of their tower to capture those shots. While everyone held their breath, the structure swayed but it held. Griffith wasn’t impressed. He ordered a faster second take.

         As the camera operator Karl Brown remembered, ‘He was leaning casually against a parapet, his cheap straw hat shoved back on his head, his mouth slightly open in a grin of purest delight. The man was actually enjoying the situation.’5

         At some point, a kind of tyrannical madness, fitting for the war campaigns of Nebuchadnezzar, took over. Brown was left quaking in 11his boots when Griffith rigged one of the towers to crash down for effect, in a cloud of canvas and wood, all around the camera crew. The director needed live elephants too – of course he did – and he wanted them to be used not only as battering rams but mobile siege towers by the attacking Persians.

         In these early days of film production, professional animal handlers were hard to come by. Griffith’s assistants somehow succeeded in rounding up the beasts, but they were a jumble of male and female, proved averse to being given performance notes, and what mainly ensued was hormonal chaos. The battle shoot was bedlam: at the end of one shooting day, a total of 60 injuries received treatment at the production’s hospital tent. The resulting sequence features two on-screen decapitations – thankfully faked.

         Griffith also wanted human volunteers to leap off the walls into safety nets, and everyone thought he’d lost his mind yet again. Then he doubled the day rate to $5 for anyone who would jump, and he was suddenly inundated. ‘Stop those crazy fools! I haven’t enough nets, or enough money,’6 he declared.

         Over the more highly paid performers in his film, whom he failed to give screen credit – which would be a serious marketing error – Griffith continued to exert a control that was partway between hypnotic charm and devious manipulation. According to the cinematographer Billy Bitzer, he deliberately fostered a romance between the Babylonian leading lady Seena Owen (who played Attarea, the ‘Princess Beloved’) and a co-star called George Walsh, to stoke up the emotion of her performance. Then he whispered in her ear that Walsh was toying with her, and banned him from the set. While Owen pined away, she lost all the excess weight she had gained. (The couple would swiftly marry, have a daughter together, and then divorce in 1922.)

         Many, many months later, in the winter of 1915, Griffith would finally declare that he was finished with the Walls of Babylon, and 12order them dismantled – but only to erect Belshazzar’s court in the same spot, the giant set with the white-elephant pedestals, open to the sky. Building this imposed a further hiatus, which would delay completion of principal photography until the early summer of 1916.

         Even at this stage, Griffith was optimistic about his picture’s chances. Thanks to royalties from Birth, he was swimming in money; his income that year was a whopping $250,431. Unlike Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford or Douglas Fairbanks, who were careful about saving their personal fortunes, he was cavalier about spending his. He had the finest suits tailored, and swanned around in expensive cars. Plus, he had no compunction in bankrolling every last cent of overtime on Intolerance personally. Convinced that his own genius was the origin of these rewards, he reinvested his fortune, ecstatically, in himself.

         Estimates for the film’s budget have always swung all over the map. One unlikely figure floating around on the Internet puts it at a staggering $8.4m, which would have made it the most expensive film on record, even without inflationary adjustment, until 1954, when 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea cost $9m. Griffith’s more sympathetic biographers, including Richard Schickel, have worked hard to whittle that figure way down: $1.9m more often gets cited. Schickel contests even that sum as excessive, though: the result, he argues, of fraudulent publicity given to the Scientific American, which ran a feature on the film’s production, listing one hard-to-believe expense of $360,000 for soldiers’ uniforms.

         Trumpeting and even overestimating your budget may have been a trick to pique public interest back then, though the very idea these days would give most producers a cardiac arrest. Whatever the actual scale of Griffith’s investment on the shoot, it was about to be doubled, or even tripled, by the costs of distribution and marketing. He had only himself to blame. He wanted what would become known as a 13‘roadshow presentation’. Intolerance would travel around the country with an orchestra, and the only theatres allowed to show it had to be specially decorated. It was these sumptuous extravagances that sank all hope of it breaking even.

         The rough cut of Intolerance ran for a bewildering eight hours, which Griffith originally wanted to show in two four-hour sittings. Exhibitors, who were gaining power to decide what they could or could not programme, baulked at the proposal. Fielding their complaints was Griffith’s first external setback in the 20 months he’d taken putting the film together. On their advice, he cut it back to under three hours, tearing away swathes of subplots, especially in the French section.

         Intertitles needed adding to supply the thematic coherence he worried – rightly, as it turns out – would be lost on audiences. That task was assigned to Anita Loos, who at that time was on Griffith’s payroll as a staff screenwriter, a decade before she would pen Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. While pretending to have been moved beyond words when she watched his assembly, the actual words inside her head, as she remembers thinking, were ‘I thought D.W. had lost his mind.’7

         The premiere at New York’s Liberty Theatre on 5 September 1916 went deceptively well. Griffith got a standing ovation from this first-night crowd. ‘Stupendous, tremendous, revolutionary, intense, thrilling,’ frothed Film Daily. In the early part of that autumn, it even looked possible that Intolerance would run and run as a box office rival to Birth. But, after a promising opening, it started to thin out alarmingly, topping out at a gross somewhere around the $1m mark. (Birth had made at least $20m worldwide, and by some estimates much more.)

         No one quite knew what to say to Griffith as the fact of his epic disappointment sank in. The great mistake had been a determination 14to outdo Birth of a Nation so bombastically that he left his eager audience in the dust. The vulgar, demotic charge that had whipped them up into such a frenzy during Birth had no equivalent in this high-handedly artisanal lecture.

         While Hollywood cognoscenti and many critics found the film awe-inspiring or at least technically remarkable, the wider public just couldn’t get the hang of it: Griffith’s obsession with cross-cutting kept them at a remove, as did his failure to supply emotional clarity by isolating faces in the crowd. What he was trying to say never travelled into the newspaper columns, or translated into word of mouth: indeed, it felt as though it needed translating.

         It didn’t help that all eyes were now on the war in Europe, which America was about to join. With his fulminating, self-involved pleas for harmony, and all the historical hopscotching, Griffith was guilty of badly misjudging the public mood.

         Soon after the film’s dwindling returns became apparent, Lillian Gish received a letter from Griffith that gets cited in all his biographies. He spoke of ‘wandering through the darkened theatres, barking his shins on the empty seats’. ‘I don’t know where to go,’ he told her, ‘or where to turn, since my great failure.’8

         Griffith could derive a modicum of solace from the film’s warm reception at the Drury Lane Theatre for the film’s London premiere in April 1917. And it was a huge success in Russia – although, as the copies shown were pirated and distributed without Griffith’s permission, he never received a rouble in return. To recover, as an apologia and career-rescuing measure, he would throw himself into the wartime propaganda piece Hearts of the World (1918), starring Gish.

         Artistically, he was far from done for – Broken Blossoms (1919), Way Down East (1920) and Orphans of the Storm (1921) would all follow, and do pretty well. But that reckless megalomania of his had peaked. ‘Although none of us was aware of it,’ wrote Gish, ‘he had 15reached the apex of his career. He was still to make great pictures, but he’d be harassed by debts till the end of his life.’9

         If Griffith ever needed cause to second guess himself, or rue the giant folly of trying to be a one-man film studio, he only had to drive past the intersection of Sunset and Hollywood Boulevards, where the Babylon set would remain standing, growing increasingly dishevelled, for the best part of four years. He didn’t even have the money to finance its demolition. The Los Angeles Fire Department would declare this crumbling ruin a fire hazard, and finally have it torn down in 1919 – white elephants and all. 16

         
            NOTES

            1 Richard Schickel, D. W. Griffith: An American Life, p. 304.

            2 Lillian Gish and Ann Pinchot, The Movies, Mr Griffith and Me, p. 166.

            3 Schickel, p. 306.

            4 Ibid, p. 309.

            5 Karl Brown, Adventures with D.W. Griffith, p. 161.

            6 Schickel, p. 320.

            7 Anita Loos, A Girl Like I, p. 102.

            8 Gish and Pinchot, p. 180.

            9 Ibid., p. 185.
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            Queen Kelly (1929)

            
               Director: Erich von Stroheim

               Studio: United Artists

               Budget: ~$800,000

               Gross: not accurately recorded, but a near total loss

            

         

         No other film-maker was more ardent in their admiration of Griffith than the Austrian émigré Erich von Stroheim. On his mentor’s death in 1948, he delivered a radio eulogy explaining Griffith’s pre-eminence in cinema as ‘the first man who put beauty and poesy into a cheap and tawdry sort of amusement’. He also hailed him for inventing the close-up, thereby giving any poor man with a music-hall ticket access to the same emotional detail as an opera patron with box seats.

         Stroheim owed Griffith: he got his first job in Hollywood under him, as an extra and horse handler on The Birth of a Nation, and hung around to play an uncredited role as Second Pharisee in Intolerance – while also serving as assistant director and general dogsbody to the D.W.G. production unit for four years.

         First, though, he had to invent the ‘von’. He was born mere Erich Oswald Stroheim in Vienna in 1885, the son of a middle-class Jewish hat-maker. By the time of his arrival on Ellis Island in 1909, having fled military service in Austria, he had mysteriously become Count Erich Oswald Hans Carl Maria von Stroheim und Nordenwall.*

         The fiction of his aristocratic background would be sustained throughout Stroheim’s career and rescue it repeatedly. When the USA 18entered the First World War in 1917, he became persona non grata, fired by an anxious Douglas Fairbanks, his name dropped from cast billings. Suddenly, though, a demand arrived for Prussian military villains to be played convincingly in propaganda films.

         Stroheim happened to be an expert in German military uniforms, and set about becoming the decorated Hun everyone loved to hate – especially notorious for a scene in The Heart of Humanity (1918) when he chucked a baby from a two-storey-high window. After sound came in, not even the fact that he’d largely forgotten his native tongue was an impediment to playing the living archetype of Prussia’s officer class in Jean Renoir’s La Grande Illusion (1937).

         Stroheim starred in half of the eight and a half films he directed, beginning with Blind Husbands in 1919, in which he typecast himself as ‘Lieutenant Eric von Steuben’, a caddish fellow who tries to ravish a doctor’s wife in the Austrian Alps. This production set the tone for the extravagance and autocracy he would get away with for years in Hollywood.

         Studio moguls, especially Universal’s Carl Laemmle, were looking for a ‘super-director’ who could be promoted as the next Griffith, and Stroheim eagerly swallowed up all the resources they were willing to throw at him. His defiant overspending, bullying of his actors and obsession with orgy scenes featuring real sex workers courted infamy – and achieved it. He had a reputation for assaulting his actresses, including the likes of Fay Wray and Malvina Polo, if their performances weren’t achieving the requisite levels of anxious hysteria.

         The kinky melodrama Foolish Wives (1922) cost an eye-watering $1.1m, making it the most expensive film since Intolerance. On the monumental and aptly titled Greed (1924), Stroheim shot 85 hours of footage, before submitting a first cut that was 10 hours long. Both those films were re-edited against his will, and he butted heads repeatedly with Universal’s boy-wonder executive Irving Thalberg, a stern 19watchdog who snapped and sacked him – sending shock waves through the industry – six weeks into the shoot of Merry-Go-Round (1923).

         Most directors would be broken, or at least bowed, by these hard knocks; not Stroheim. He pounced back by scoring his biggest hit to date with The Merry Widow (1925) for MGM, and then cashed in that credit with The Wedding March (1928), another ridiculously lavish production, which created an exact replica of Vienna’s St Stephen’s Cathedral on Paramount’s backlot.

         The scenes in a whorehouse were so graphic, according to cinematographer Hal Mohr, that only about a fiftieth of what Stroheim shot was usable. ‘If it wasn’t screwing, it looked like it,’1 Mohr recalled. This film got shut down after six months’ shooting, having quadrupled its original budget because of Stroheim’s fixation on printing all 40 takes of some shots. It eventually had to be released, desperately, as two entirely distinct features, with the last eight reels packaged by Paramount into a sequel called The Honeymoon.

         The adage about an unstoppable force meeting an immovable object must now intervene in Stroheim’s story. If he was the force, the luminous object was Gloria Swanson, until 1925 the most bankable silent film star of the day. She still had major respect in the industry – nominated for the 1928 and 1930 Best Actress Oscar – despite some poor financial decisions, especially turning down a $1m-per-year contract with Paramount to join United Artists.

         On paper, Queen Kelly boded well enough: there was little to portend the derailing of both their careers. The plot was a typically Stroheimian bit of saucy nonsense about a convent girl, Kitty Kelly (Swanson), seduced by a philandering prince (played lifelessly, alas, by Walter Byron), who is betrothed to a sex-crazed queen, ‘Regina V of Kronberg’ (Intolerance’s very own vixen of Babylon, Seena Owen). Taking serious umbrage at this betrayal, Regina imprisons the prince and has Kelly whipped and exiled. 20

         When Swanson met Stroheim to discuss making it, she found him ‘gracious and charming but at the same time aloof and conceited’2 – not an uncommon first impression. The financier/producer who hooked them up was none other than Swanson’s lover Joseph P. Kennedy, father of JFK, who was looking for the right project to reinstall her as a megastar and get the cash flowing once again.

         All three dived into the shoot with blithe abandon. Meanwhile, Warner Bros had been experimenting with sound since 1926, and had woken up the whole industry with the impact of Al Jolson’s part-talkie The Jazz Singer (1927). A scramble to produce full talkies began, with even B-pictures such as Warners’ The Lights of New York (1928) making enormous profits, while the lavish likes of Fox’s In Old Arizona (1928) and MGM’s Broadway Melody (1929) were well into production when Queen Kelly started. Stroheim, Swanson and Kennedy were blocking their ears, and ploughing ahead with their old-timey silent bonkbuster as if no one would care about sound in a year or so.

         The extent of their misjudgement was epic. But they were also about to become each other’s worst enemies. Discord on set was brewing by late 1928; it didn’t help that 20 out of the first 42 days of shooting had run past midnight, often later than 5 a.m. As Film Weekly reported on New Year’s Eve, ‘Extras are swooning daily on the set from overwork, and that work goes on all night and continues through the day without a break.’

         Swanson and Kennedy were starting to worry about the amount of sex Stroheim was bent on including, which his script hadn’t specified. After doing ten naked takes when strolling over to a balcony, Seena Owen wanted her modesty covered, and was given flesh-coloured tights to wear, then a white cat to caress and cover her breasts with. After two hours more of this, the cat, too, had had quite enough, and 21started to scratch her in protest. It had to be equipped with white mittens until the scene wrapped at 7 a.m.3

         Because of Kennedy’s connections with the Roman Catholic hierarchy, everyone was nervous to show him the rushes of, for instance, the scene where Kelly’s knickers drop to her feet in front of the prince’s cavalry. And this was even before production shifted, in early 1929, to the truly problematic latter half of the script, which had Kelly decamping to German East Africa, being forced by her dying aunt to marry a syphilitic suitor named Jan (Tully Marshall), and eventually becoming a brothel madam.

         Swanson explained in her autobiography how Stroheim’s spell over her gradually wore off. She was, at first, ‘hypnotised by the man’s relentless perfectionism’, and no matter how few pages of script they managed to get through on a daily basis, ‘his exactitude always paid off in the rushes’. The price of his control-freakery was that scenes most directors could have managed in an hour took all day, with him ‘fondling and dawdling over the tiniest minutiae’.4

         Cats did not have a great time on this set, generally. Another one, when it was meant to be throwing a hissy fit, fell into ‘a state of lethargy from which it was impossible to arouse it’, according to the press agent/critic Cedric Belfrage in Film Weekly. Eventually Stroheim gave up and just shot the creature sleeping.

         Paul Ivano, the film’s second cameraman and a one-time lover of Rudolph Valentino, remembered that Stroheim ‘used to fire me four times a day’, until Swanson bawled him out. He was rough with actors, often resorting to the crude approach of playing the scene himself, expecting them to copy him. And if things didn’t go his way, he would descend to ‘obscene ethnic epithets’.5

         Swanson, meanwhile, watched the costs inexorably climb. It seems unclear whether she’d truly grasped the seedy implications of the 22brothel section: she claimed in interviews much later in life† that she’d been misled by the script, which specified this location as a dance hall. Her relationship with the director frayed further when she called a script meeting, insisting they drop an expensive set piece – Stroheim’s favourite scene – in which Kelly was to cling to a tree in Africa as it sank 80 feet into a swamp.

         At the urging of her friend and soon-to-be director Edmund Goulding, she wanted to convert some remaining sections of the film into sound sequences, which went down atrociously with Stroheim. And then, halfway through the African shoot, came the final straw.

         This was a shot of Jan, the repulsive groom, dribbling tobacco juice over Swanson’s hand, which Stroheim insisted on retaking over and over. Three hundred feet of film were exposed of this one moment, and he was happy with none of it. ‘I had just eaten breakfast,’ Swanson would write in her 1980 memoir, ‘and my stomach turned. I became nauseated and furious at the same time.’6

         In general, it added to her impression that the African scenes were ‘rank and sordid and ugly, and full of material that would never pass the censors’.7 ‘The picture,’ as she worried more than ever, ‘was going to be in the wastepaper basket.’‡ With one call to Kennedy in Miami, she got Stroheim fired. ‘Joseph,’ she recalled the conversation going, ‘you’d better get out here fast. Our director is a madman.’8 23

         There was nothing Stroheim could do but walk away, leaving his star and producer with a dilemma they would make no decisive stab at resolving. Something around $600,000 had been spent on the film already; another $400,000 might have finished it, but Swanson had no appetite to complete the African sequences. ‘My brain twirled,’ she wrote. ‘I walked floors, I tossed in bed. How do we save it? Does one cut the first§ third of the picture and still save the story? My imagination went wild.’9 A merry-go-round of directors and script doctors (Irving Thalberg, Goulding, Richard Boleslavsky, Delmer Daves) were hired to save it over the next year or so, but they added only 12 minutes of usable material.

         Just two weeks of additional shooting, in the opinion of one Stroheim biographer,10 might have achieved a salvage job, with a few sound effects and some minimal lines of dialogue added. The option of ‘synthetic sound’ (dubbing it over silent footage) had just been used on William Wellman’s Chinatown Nights, which Paramount released in the nick of time on 23 March 1929.

         The doctors swarmed around Queen Kelly, but when Kennedy arrived in California to see the fruits of their surgery, he had a meltdown. ‘He slumped into a deep chair,’ Swanson recalled, ‘put his head in his hands, and grunted and groaned like a hurt animal. His first words were, in a quiet voice: “I’ve never had a failure in my life.”’11

         Kennedy had to set Swanson straight, in no uncertain terms, on her obligations to the production: he would not be footing the bill, for which her terrible judgement in agreeing to his financial terms without good legal advice could be blamed. By the end of 1929, Wall Street was in horrendous turmoil, and their affair – conveniently for Kennedy – sputtered out, leaving Swanson entirely liable for the film’s inevitable disaster. 24

         Delaying the issue, she jumped ship to The Trespasser (1929) – a bona-fide sound hit, directed by Goulding, for which she got the second of those Oscar nods. It was just about successful enough to enable her to think about Queen Kelly again, but she dithered, wasted time on two other films, and by then it was 1932, three years too late for Kelly to be in any way marketable.

         A bolder, earlier attempt to convert Queen Kelly into a part-talkie could have clawed back some of the lost expenditure. Instead, Swanson had a beautiful ruin on her hands. It wound up getting no commercial showings in the USA at all, though it did play a Parisian art house called the Falguière, and possibly in a few other spots in Europe.

         Having to carry the can for all the reshoots and vast delays ended up costing Swanson the entire budget, $800,000. Bankrupted, disillusioned, and tragically dethroned as a viable star, she stepped away from the limelight.

         Stroheim’s own story about the debacle was that Kennedy had pulled the plug, not because of his director’s excesses, but because of talkies being ‘the death knell of silent pictures’.12 He did try one last time to work for the studios, hired under strict conditions by Fox to handle a pre-Hays-Code romance called Walking Down Broadway (1933; aka Hello, Sister!).

         He kept it tightly on budget, and everything looked pretty dandy, until executives watched what he’d given them, and were horrified by the morbid sexual overtones. They wrenched it from him, hired two other directors to reshoot it, and released it in a bowdlerised 61-minute cut with no directing credit at all.

         It was a steep dip from Stroheim’s glory days, with the industry concluding there was nothing more to be done with him as a director. But at least he had his acting career as a fallback; the rise of the Nazis in Europe made that Teutonic menace of his indispensable again. He’d 25play a bullying SS officer in So Ends Our Night (1941), none other than Erwin Rommel in Billy Wilder’s Five Graves to Cairo (1943), and a whole range of ghoulish, Mengele-esque experimental scientists in various low-budget horror flicks.

         Restored versions of Queen Kelly have circulated over the years, including a painstaking effort by Kino International in 1985 to put together the most complete cut possible, based on Stroheim’s scripted intentions. The film’s intoxicating visual style, especially during the dynamite scenes of palace intrigue, makes the collapse of its production undeniably poignant. It’s a landmark instance, not so much of too many cooks in the Hollywood kitchen, but exactly the wrong combination of egos at the wrong time. ‘Do we have to go into poor, dear Queen Kelly?’ Swanson once pleaded with a BBC interviewer. ‘She’ll never die …’

         She does have a sequel, though, beautiful if bittersweet – and that’s Sunset Boulevard (1950), that backhanded tribute to the silent age for which Billy Wilder had an inspired double notion. The first was to lure Swanson out of retirement, in a borderline self-portrait as the faded screen legend Norma Desmond. The second was hiring Stroheim as Max Mayerling, her devoted butler and inescapably sinister projectionist.

         Feeding her delusions, playing her own films to her nightly in her private auditorium, Max is the proud custodian of Norma’s legend. And the film we watch her watching, with Swanson lighting a candle in an ethereal convent chapel, is, of course, Queen Kelly. 26

         
            NOTES

            1 Richard Koszarski, The Man You Loved to Hate: Erich von Stroheim and Hollywood, p. 221.

            2 Arthur Lennig, Stroheim, p. 275.

            3 Koszarski, p. 216.

            4 Gloria Swanson, Swanson on Swanson, p. 369.

            5 Koszarski, p. 206.

            6 Swanson, p. 373.

            7 Ibid., p. 372.

            8 Ibid., p. 373.

            9 Tricia Welsch, Gloria Swanson: Ready for Her Close-Up, p. 227.

            10 Lennig, p. 288.

            11 Swanson, p. 373.

            12 Peter Noble, Hollywood Scapegoat: The Biography of Erich von Stroheim, p. 79.

         

         
            * Stroheim certainly wasn’t the last auteur to add a fictitious ‘von’ to his name. Ask his successor Josef von Sternberg or, indeed, Lars von Trier.

            † The best of these has to be her appearance on The Dick Cavett Show, on 3 August 1970. Seventy-one-year-old Swanson came dressed as a glamorous flapper, with a platinum bob and Gatsby-esque headband. Her fellow guests were Margot Kidder and a reliably caustic Janis Joplin, in her last ever TV appearance. With Cavett ill-at-ease during so much sartorial chat, topics included the use of ice cubes on set in the silent days, to perk up nipples under silk gowns, and Swanson’s invention of the panty girdle.

            ‡ Swanson, ‘I Am NOT Going to Write My Memoirs!’, Sight and Sound, winter 1969–70, p. 60. (She did anyway.)

            § It seems more logical that she meant ‘last’.
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            Freaks (1932)

            
               Director: Tod Browning

               Studio: MGM

               Budget: ~$310,000

               Loss recorded of $164,000

            

         

         Any screening of Freaks today demands certain caveats, if not outright trigger warnings. Even on its release, this singular horror experiment, a tale of solidarity among circus misfits and their grisly revenge against the non-disabled, caused an uproar.

         Opprobrium rained down on it from all sides. It would be two further years before the Hays Code came into proper force, precisely to stop the likes of Freaks ever making it past treatment stage. No Hollywood studio could have got it off the ground after 1934.

         Over the years, Freaks has gained a uniquely vexed, uniquely complex place in the film canon. It’s now a persistent cult favourite, which the critic Danny Peary included in his influential 1981 book Cult Movies, alongside the likes of Eraserhead (1977) and The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975). Back in the day, though, the forces of censorship were too embryonic, and too panicked, to have any idea what to do with it.

         Discomfort with the storyline and with the film’s chosen ensemble tended to blur: no one could see past the ‘freaks’ Browning had cast to play versions of themselves, however sympathetically he wanted to draw them. The plot tracks how a community of circus people responds when a dwarf called Hans is tricked into marriage by Cleopatra, a heartless trapeze artist. This relationship alone was enough to weird people out, even before the retribution she faces 28from Hans’s tight-knit posse of friends, who come in all shapes and sizes.

         Browning’s authorship of the film – or, certainly, his understanding of its setting – was profound. At sixteen, he ran away from his well-to-do Kentucky family to join the circus, and worked his way up the ranks: roustabout, sideshow barker, song-and-dance man on riverboats in Ohio and Mississippi. Next came a stint as a clown with the famous Ringling Brothers, and a live-burial routine as ‘The Living Hypnotic Corpse’. Born Charles, he had adopted the professional name ‘Tod’ – the German word for death.

         After touring in vaudeville as a magician’s assistant and blackface comedian, he graduated to film, acting in slapstick comedies, and was hired by D. W. Griffith – up the old devil pops again – to play various bit-parts, including in Intolerance, where he appears uncredited as ‘Crook’, and, like Erich von Stroheim, helped out as an assistant director.

         Browning came close to his own Tod in 1915, when he drunkenly drove through a railway crossing and collided with a train, sustaining terrible injuries and killing a fellow passenger, the actor Elmer Booth. The trauma of this event would inform his outlook forever. The films he then began to direct would focus on crime and punishment, guilt and obsession. And he’d keep returning to the carnival to play out these melodramas.

         One breakthrough silent feature, one of MGM’s biggest hits of the day, was The Unholy Three (1925), based on a circus-themed novel by Tod Robbins, who also wrote the short story ‘Spurs’, on which Browning based Freaks. Lon Chaney, the self-styled ‘Man of a Thousand Faces’, played a double role – a scheming ventriloquist who poses as a kindly grandma. Victor McLaglen, ex-boxer and future Oscar-winner,* was the strongman. And as the ruthless Tweedledee, 29Browning cast Harry Earles, a young actor with dwarfism, who was one of a quartet of sibling entertainers called the Doll Family, immigrants to Hollywood from Stolpen in Germany. 

         It was Earles’s film debut, and he made quite an impression as this brawling cherub. Come the sound remake in 1930, notable as Chaney’s final film before his death from throat cancer, Earles had made it onto the poster – third-billed, and pictured in a black fedora under the strongman’s arm. The story goes that it was Earles who drew Browning’s attention to ‘Spurs’ as a possible vehicle for him and Chaney; three out of four of the Doll Family would wind up getting roles. Though Browning persuaded MGM to buy the rights for $8,000, he couldn’t get a silent version off the ground in the mid-1920s, and Chaney’s death seemed to put paid to it.

         The reviving factor was Browning’s huge success for Universal with the Bela Lugosi Dracula (1931), which triggered that studio’s legendary first wave of monster movies. ‘Other studios are looking for horror tales,’ reported Variety in April 1931, ‘but very squeamishly. Producers are not certain whether nightmare pictures have a box office pull, or whether Dracula is just a freak.’ When James Whale’s Frankenstein, released in November that year, did even better business, it was all systems go. Browning, who’d signed a $50,000-per-picture deal with MGM for his next three films, had managed to get his long-cherished pet project in front of cameras that very month.

         Irving Thalberg – last seen grappling bitterly with Stroheim – was the man in charge of MGM’s production slate at the time, busy overseeing the likes of Grand Hotel, which would be a glittering, Best-Picture-winning success story. He must have hoped Freaks would look after itself. When Browning submitted the script he wanted to use, Thalberg is said to have hung his head with serious buyer’s remorse. ‘Well, I asked for something horrible,’ he muttered, ‘and I guess I got it.’1 30

         To dilute the film’s one-off casting philosophy and reassure audiences, Thalberg wanted to cast marquee names as what the script calls the ‘normals’ – Myrna Loy† as the gold-digging villainess Cleopatra, and Jean Harlow as the good-girl foil.2 But as the start date neared, these parts mysteriously migrated to the lesser-known Olga Baclanova and Leila Hyams, whose careers there was less concern about tainting.

         Meanwhile, Browning conducted a widespread talent search for actors with a whole range of visible differences. According to Hyams, his desk was piled high with photos of hopefuls from across the States, many hundreds of whom were rejected, including an ‘elephant-skinned’ girl, an army of ‘pygmies’, and a boy with supposedly canine legs. She remembered Daisy Earles, Harry’s three-foot-tall younger sister, perusing this stack one day and reacting with exclamations of disbelief.

         To cosset the sensibilities of the non-disabled at MGM, shooting had to proceed with a separate outdoor mess for almost all of the so-called ‘freaks’. Before this apartheid was put in place, F. Scott Fitzgerald happened to be on MGM’s payroll as a screenwriter (though only for one week longer). He was sitting in the commissary when a pair of conjoined twins featured in the film, Daisy and Violet Hilton, came in, discussing what they were going to eat. Fitzgerald, according to one witness, ‘turned pea-green, and putting his hand to his mouth, rushed for the great outdoors’.3 He would put a more benign spin on the incident in his short story about Hollywood’s social whirl, ‘Crazy Sunday’.‡

         31In other respects, shooting on Freaks went like clockwork, with its performers housed for convenience in Culver City’s Castle Apartments, next door to MGM. The bearded lady, Olga Roderick, was ‘very grand and ritzy’, according to Hyams. ‘You almost expected her to peer at you through a lorgnette.’4 Everyone called her ‘The Duchess’. Browning didn’t want her to do anything to her beard, but she showed up with it dyed black – ‘and marcelled! ’§ recounted Hyams. ‘Tod nearly died.’

         There was a fair amount of backstage bitching. Whether he’s to be trusted on this or not, Browning flippantly told a reporter in Los Angeles that the freaks’ professional jealousy was amazing. ‘Not one of them had a good word for the other,’ he declared, while also claiming one of the cast had vented their rage by biting him.

         The actors in question have never enjoyed any right of reply on such remarks. In fact, little information has come down to us on how they found themselves treated professionally on the Freaks set, or by Browning personally. Many appeared on film here for their one and only time. Many had been subject to a long history of exploitation, such as the Hiltons, who had been taught song and dance from the age of three, to be set to work by their legal guardians.

         Angelo Rossitto (playing the dwarf Angeleno) was the prolific one. He went on to appear in more than 70 films, all the way up to Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome (1985), but ducked questions about Browning later in life. Olga Roderick, known to be the least content of all the cast, would denounce the film as an insult to circus performers everywhere, and regretted her role in it.¶5

         32Putting on his P. T. Barnum hat, Browning liked to paint his ensemble as prima donnas of the sideshow world, seizing their moment for a shot at the big time, donning shades to act like film stars. Who could blame them? Prince Randian, ‘The Living Torso’, who memorably rolls a cigarette using only his mouth, would amuse himself between takes by lurking in dark corners, then terrifying unsuspecting passers-by with sudden, bloodcurdling screams.6

         Browning was a complicated man. Without his comfort in the company of these circus folk, the film would never have achieved the open curiosity and unpatronising sympathy it manages. He did become great friends with some of the actors, especially the ‘Half-Boy’, Johnny Eck, born without the lower half of his torso, whose ongoing film career Browning would help foster.

         The director’s worst behaviour, in any case, was directed elsewhere. According to a camera assistant called David S. Horsley, ‘[He] was a bastard as far as his crews were concerned. Hardworking but pitiless.’ The film’s editor, Basil Wrangell, called him ‘very sarcastic, very unappreciative of any effort, and very demanding … In my book, [he was] a sadist, and I imagine that’s why he picked those kind of subjects. It titillated his amusement.’7

         Commonplace dangers imperilled the shoot: everyone kept getting electric shocks from the lighting rigs. A script clerk called Willard Sheldon nearly died when trapped next to a pyrotechnic device called a ‘lacapodium’, which was used to create lightning for the film’s climactic storm scene, when the freaks enact their terrible revenge on Baclanova’s character.

         It was this part of the script – the only time when the freaks are truly presented as frightening – that Browning had fought about the most with MGM, ultimately losing this battle. ‘They wanted macabre,’ according to his biographer David Skal; ‘he wanted sad.’ The mutilation of Cleopatra, whom the freaks punish by transforming her from 33‘The Peacock of the Air’ into a mute, squawking ‘human duck’, and the castration of her strongman lover Hercules (Henry Victor) were, astonishingly it seems, edicts directly from Thalberg.

         When the fruits of this meddling were shown, the panic and finger-pointing provided the first inklings that Freaks was in serious trouble. Several MGM executives wanted the film shut down altogether, and Louis B. Mayer was horrified. It was Thalberg who persuaded them all to hold on.

         Then the public got their first view of Freaks, in early January 1932, at a sneak preview in San Diego. An uncredited art director called Merrill Pye wouldn’t forget the way the evening went.

         ‘Halfway through the preview, a lot of people got up and ran out,’ he recalled. ‘They didn’t walk out. They ran out.’8 One woman who attended even tried to sue MGM, claiming the film had induced a miscarriage.

         Abruptly, all the studio machinery went into damage-limitation mode. Browning no longer had any say over his film, which a despondent Thalberg took away, eventually cutting it from 90 minutes to just a squeak over an hour. The most ghoulish shots, with the muddy freaks swarming over their victims at the end, were excised, as was the pay-off scene with an emasculated Hercules singing falsetto, and some comic notes, including a bit with the ‘Turtle Girl’ being amorously pursued by a seal.

         Originally, there was a lengthy epilogue in a second-storey museum of curiosities in London, called ‘Tetrallini’s Freaks and Music Hall’, which was completely discarded, save for a final shot of Cleopatra quacking. A closing scene designed to exculpate Hans, the film’s sympathetic centre, from being the architect of her horrific fate was shot, tested, foreshortened – and still didn’t work.

         MGM’s release strategy remained brazen, if thoroughly confusing: too much money had been spent on Freaks to dump it altogether. The 34hope was that it would still succeed, even in this hobbled form, in cashing in on the horror craze. ‘Can a full-grown woman truly love a MIDGET?’ asked one poster salaciously. This stooping to exploitation, though, sat alongside the hypocritical efforts of the publicity department to trumpet the film’s gritty compassion: ‘A LANDMARK IN SCREEN DARING!’ ran one ad.

         It carried on in that vein, with hyperbolic punctuation typical of the day, and a touch of Shylock’s anguished monologue from The Merchant of Venice: ‘WHAT ABOUT ABNORMAL PEOPLE? THEY HAVE THEIR LIVES, TOO! What about the Siamese twins – have they no right to love? The pinheads, the half man/half woman, the dwarfs! They have the same passions, joys, sorrows, laughter as normal human beings. Is such a subject untouchable?’9

         The trade paper Motion Picture Daily saw exactly the game MGM was playing: ‘The picture is unkind and brutal,’ it concluded. Most critics laid into it with venom, often seizing on it as an example of the disgraceful slump in Hollywood morals. ‘In Freaks the movies make their great step towards national censorship,’ wrote John C. Moffitt in the Kansas City Star. ‘If they get it, they will have no one to blame but themselves.’

         Opening officially at the Fox Criterion in Los Angeles, the film died a slow and characteristic death over two weeks, despite Louella Parsons|| (of all people!) giving it one of its few favourable reviews. In Atlanta, a judge banned it for breaching the city’s decency laws.

         Women’s groups, rallying to the censorship cause, pushed for boycotts. When it opened in Washington DC, the committee head for the National Association of Women’s film division, one Mrs Ambrose Nevin Diehl, wrote sternly to Will Hays, talking of ‘that offensive 35 film Freaks which seems to be causing us all so much concern and embarrassment’ and accusing MGM of ‘stoop[ing] to the disgrace of making money out of hurt, disfigured and suffering humanity.’10 In truth, she sounds equally appalled by the film’s risqué double entendres as repulsed by how many varieties of disability Browning had seen fit to parade. 

         The tenor of the marketing may have been off base, but the shuddering attacks on the film itself were, ironically, redolent of the very disgust shown on screen by Cleopatra, when she recoils – appallingly – from the convivial welcome of the assembled freaks, during the rightly famous wedding banquet scene. As they pass around a loving cup, chanting, ‘One of us! One of us!’, Cleopatra steps back aghast, then makes a cackling mockery of their ceremonies. For this shameless display of inner ugliness, she’ll be fittingly tarred, and literally feathered, come the Poe-esque denouement.

         Browning never got over the perception of his film as a tasteless misfire, alongside its galling commercial failure. Despite a long reputation for turning a profit – he had several dozen features to his name before Freaks – he would make only another four films.

         One of these was the nifty The Devil-Doll (1936), but he received no screen credit on that, and was summarily shown the door at MGM when Miracles for Sale (1939) flopped. Retiring to his Malibu Beach retreat, he became a recluse, forgotten by Hollywood – so much so that when his wife Alice died from pneumonia in 1944, Variety mistakenly published an obituary of Browning himself. In fact, he lived for almost another twenty years, an alcoholic shut-in, before dying, just like Chaney had done, of laryngeal cancer in 1962.

         That very year, Freaks started coming back from the dead. It was screened appreciatively at the Venice Film Festival, and began to gain a whole new afterlife as a countercultural landmark. In 1963, a 30-year ban by the British censors was lifted, allowing it to be screened 36with an X certificate. As of writing, this deceptively non-graphic horror movie is a mere 12 certificate in the UK, a measure of faith in the sensibilities of younger teenagers, who are trusted to be more enlightened now than to respond to visible differences with the knee-jerk repulsion of yesteryear.

         In a 2020 feature for IndieWire, the disabled critic Kristen Lopez praised the naturalism of Browning’s lens, also pointing out that Freaks, to this day, is the only American feature to have a predominantly disabled cast.

         The Toronto-based critic Bill Chambers, who shared some further thoughts, considers the film ‘a key disability text – it’s ours’.

         ‘You’d definitely fight a losing battle,’ he told me, ‘convincing a studio to put real disabled people at the centre of a mainstream film today, which is what true ableism looks like.

         ‘Freaks certainly has the lure of exploitation, like a sideshow, but all of those characters are on screen so long that you become desensitised to their difference. It’s striking, actually, when able-bodied characters enter the frame and the camera has to adjust for them.

         ‘What makes the movie not ableist is that the so-called freaks aren’t entirely virtuous and they’re not entirely evil; they’re not saints and they’re not sinners.’11

         Where iconic horror films of the time, including Frankenstein and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1931), tended to pathologise external appearance as a guarantee of deviance within, Freaks effectively did the opposite – clearly one reason that it confounded so many viewers in 1932. It’s been argued12 that Browning was putting over an anti-eugenics message, partly by making the true monsters of his tale the exploiters who prize their ‘normality’ so very highly, but also because he familiarises us so well with the daily lot of the freaks, using a daringly sitcom-like tone to bring us into their midst before the shift to horror. 37

         Most of the running time is devoted unassumingly to watching these people simply living their lives – including their sex lives – in ways 1932’s viewers plainly struggled to handle. It’s worth remembering that the exodus at that accursed preview started during the sweet, seriocomic scenes halfway in – long before the malevolent finale.

         While the marketing clearly whiffed in trying to have it both ways, there’s no denying that the film is forever double-edged. Partly because of the tone foisted on him by MGM, Browning confronts us with elements of heebie-jeebie voyeurism, but what’s blended in – his sense of a community that loves and protects each other to the bitter end – creates a fusion that’s radically strange, not to mention remarkably brave. The victory of the freaks’ rough justice, once so unthinkable, holds up in retrospect as the least they deserve.38
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            1 Quoted in David Skal’s commentary on the 2004 Warner Bros DVD.
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            4 Quoted in Skal and Savada, p. 169.
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            6 Skal and Savada, p. 170.
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            11 Personal email to author.
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            * For John Ford’s The Informer (1935).

            † Loy, who was under contract to MGM, remarks in her autobiography that she was horrified by the script, and begged Thalberg to let her out of the part.

            ‡ ‘… the sad, lovely Siamese twins, the mean dwarfs, the proud giant from the circus picture …’ (F. Scott Fitzgerald, ‘Crazy Sunday’, published in American Mercury, October 1932).

            § A hairstyle technique using hot curling tongs, popularised in the 1920s.

            ¶ The actor Jerry Maren, who was the last Munchkin from The Wizard of Oz to survive, supports her remarks: ‘When I was a kid, I wasn’t crazy about it, because it put us in a bad light …’

            || ‘Queen of Hollywood gossip’ thanks to her widely syndicated columns, at least until the rise of Hedda Hopper gave her a fierce rival for that accolade.
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