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PROLOGUE



THE EARLY HOURS


MONDAY, APRIL 18, 1949


Billy Wilder had reason to be anxious. He was about to start shooting his new film, Sunset Boulevard. A lot was riding on its success. An immigrant from Vienna by way of Berlin and Paris, he had finally found a niche in Hollywood as a writer and director, enough to afford a modest one-story home on a gently curving tree-lined road in Beverly Hills. But this new film was a gamble, even more so than usual. The sordid tale of Norma Desmond, a reclusive former movie star, and Joe Gillis, an unemployed screenwriter nearly half her age, whom she hires, takes as a lover, and murders in a jealous rage, it was also a movie about moviemaking, a genre that rarely did well at the box office. Moreover, the film starred Gloria Swanson, an erstwhile star of the silent screen who had not had a hit in two decades. Her costar, William Holden, was also a risky prospect, having been in the movie business for more than a decade without attaining prominence.


In recent years, Wilder had cowritten and directed two critically acclaimed hits: the groundbreaking film noir Double Indemnity and The Lost Weekend, a searing drama about alcoholism that won two major Academy Awards. His next two films, however, were disappointments. The Emperor Waltz, a lightweight musical set in turn-of-the-century Vienna, had done well enough at the box office, though mostly on account of the popularity of its star, Bing Crosby. The other film, a sour satire titled A Foreign Affair, had caused a ripple of controversy by depicting the black-market activities of American army officers in occupied Berlin, but it did not live up to the studio’s or Wilder’s expectations.


In Hollywood, memories are short. Indeed, that was a major theme of the movie about to be shot: the agony of being overlooked or, worse, forgotten. Perhaps Norma Desmond, unwilling to accept the harsh Hollywood dictum that you’re only as good as your last picture, was an avatar for Wilder himself, a projection of his own fear of being overlooked. He needed a comeback film. In an early scene, Joe Gillis tells Norma that he didn’t know she was planning a comeback. “I hate that word,” she protests, scrunching her face: “It’s a return, a return to the millions of people who have never forgiven me for deserting the screen.” Whatever she might call it, she was in fact planning a comeback, and so, too, we might conjecture, was Billy Wilder.


A few miles away from Wilder’s home on Beverly Glen, in a well-proportioned mansion on Bellagio Road in Bel Air, the movie’s producer and cowriter, Charles Brackett, had concerns of his own. He and Wilder were the most celebrated writing-directing-producing team in the movie business, having received an Academy Award nomination in 1940 for cowriting Ernst Lubitsch’s famous Greta Garbo comedy Ninotchka and for bringing home a pair of Oscars for The Lost Weekend. But the ground was shifting. Five months earlier, Billy had announced that Sunset Boulevard would be their final film together. Brackett was shattered by the news. In his diary, he wrote that he found himself depressed at the thought of “being alone in the cinema world for the first time in twelve years.” Now no longer a young man, he doubted he’d ever work with another filmmaker as brilliant as Wilder. Sunset Boulevard might well be his last chance at greatness, a chance he couldn’t afford to squander.


Ultimately, the success of the new film would rest on the shoulders of its star, a woman twice the age of Hollywood’s typical female lead. Having traveled by train from her home in Manhattan, Gloria Swanson had set up shop in a rented house on Horn Avenue in West Hollywood. Back in the town she had left behind some fifteen years earlier, she couldn’t help but reflect on her past. She had led a dramatic life, both personally and professionally. Her career had begun in obscurity, reached its peak in the 1920s, and then, with the advent of talking pictures, faded into oblivion. In 1926, she was the highest-paid female performer in the world, earning nearly $20,000 a week as Paramount Pictures’ biggest box-office draw. Twenty-two years later she was hosting an afternoon television talk show for less than $20,000 a year. Her last film, Father Takes a Bride (1941), had been a humiliating flop. Would Sunset Boulevard be yet another? Or would it provide the vehicle for her “return”?


That same morning on April 18, in suburban Toluca Lake, William Holden woke in a two-story, Georgian-style home with a mortgage that overshot his income. He knew he had not been Brackett and Wilder’s first choice for Joe Gillis. Better-known actors had refused the role, fearing they would alienate their fans by playing a down-and-out gigolo. Holden, too, worried that playing love scenes with a much older woman would erode his already dwindling fan base. After an auspicious start to his career in 1939, when he won the coveted lead in a prestige picture called Golden Boy, Holden had failed to live up to expectations. Would Sunset Boulevard boost his flagging career or put an end to it?


Leaving behind his permanent residence outside Paris, Erich von Stroheim had rented a hillside villa on winding Oporto Drive in North Hollywood. No one in the cast or crew of Sunset Boulevard knew better the perverse cruelty of life—or, more specifically, that of Hollywood—than Stroheim, cast as a former filmmaker who had directed Norma Desmond in the 1920s and was now her butler. Stroheim had in fact directed Gloria Swanson in the 1920s, when they were both at the peak of their powers, but the filming of Queen Kelly had gone terribly wrong, leading to the abrupt termination of his career as a director. Twenty years later, he still held Swanson responsible for the fiasco. As both the movie’s star and its coproducer, Swanson had fired him before filming was completed. And now, ignominiously, he was to play her servant.


Living with an aunt and uncle in posh Pacific Palisades, Nancy Olson, twenty years old, was anxious to do a good job in the role of William Holden’s love interest. But she was also giddy with excitement. Her future in movies looked bright. As a sophomore at the University of Wisconsin, she had impressed her acting instructors and, on their advice, transferred to the theater department at UCLA, where a talent scout from Paramount discovered her. Since then, she had appeared in one feature film: a forgettable western called Canadian Pacific. Innocent and girl-next-door-ish, she was known to her friends as “wholesome Olson.” Thrilled to be cast in the latest film by the much-lauded Billy Wilder, she felt as though, to use a Wisconsin idiom, she had “fallen into a tub of butter.” She knew Bill Holden by reputation to be a ladies’ man. She knew Erich von Stroheim to have been a legendary director of the silent era. But she had never heard of Gloria Swanson. Her mother had to explain to her that Swanson was one of the most dazzling stars of the silent era.


A movie about has-beens and also-rans, about failed comebacks, misguided dreams, and murderous delusions, Sunset Boulevard was made by a raft of exceptionally creative individuals, all at critical junctures in their careers, several of them playing roles that seemed drawn from their actual lives. It wasn’t merely their personal dreams and worries that would find such brilliant expression in this meta-film. It was also the anxieties of an entire industry on the edge of collapse or reinvention, depending on whom you asked. The old studio system was crumbling, a draconian blacklist was in effect, and a new medium was threatening to supplant movies, as talkies had supplanted silent films. Television was revolutionizing popular culture, and in only a few short years, half of all American homes would have one.


Clearly Hollywood was on the brink, but of what no one could safely say. The tensions of the principal actors and creators of the film that was about to go into production mirrored those of the industry at large. Yet these all had to be set aside early on a sunny morning in mid-April 1949. The makeup artists unpacked their brushes, and the electricians tested their lights. The well-oiled gears of the Hollywood studio system had begun to whir. Sunset Boulevard was at last under way.
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In the summer of 1948, when Charles Brackett and Billy Wilder had their first inkling of the movie that would become Sunset Boulevard, all they knew was that it would involve a swimming pool in a Beverly Hills mansion owned by an aging movie star. Lacking a title, they referred to the germinating idea as both “the Hollywood story” and “the swimming pool story.” The film they completed nearly two years later is indeed a swimming pool story. It opens with a dead man floating in a pool. The rest of the picture explains how he got there.















CHAPTER ONE



THE MAN IN THE POOL


He stood at the edge of the swimming pool. Heat radiated from the pavement. Laying aside his hat and shoes, he dove into the water and, with long even strokes, swam to the far end. It was a Sunday afternoon in July, the year 1934. Millions of Americans were suffering from joblessness, poverty, and hunger, although you wouldn’t know it from this distinguished Beverly Hills gathering, attended by wealthy and influential German and Austrian exiles from the fatherland. He was not wealthy. Billie Wilder—who hadn’t yet Americanized his name to Billy—was, in fact, poor, very poor. He had known poverty previously, when he left his home in Vienna for Berlin in 1926, at the age of twenty, but since coming to Hollywood in February, a refugee from Nazi Germany, he had sunk to a new level of penury, one that lacked the traditional nobility of a young man venturing forth to seek fame and fortune. He had been young when he first arrived in Berlin. Now, eight years later, he was no longer young.


Worse, he was trying—and dismally failing—to write screenplays in a language he could barely speak. The man who owned the pool and mansion, an expatriate German movie producer named Erich Pommer, had offered the out-of-work screenwriter $50 if he would dive fully clothed into the pool and swim to the other side. Another guest might have laughed off the offer. Not Billie Wilder. He needed the money. He also needed to be noticed amid this gathering of Hollywood swells.
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Did this actually happen? Perhaps. And why not? Wilder was a showman with a flair for self-invention. The pool story is one of the many acerbic anecdotes about himself he loved to trot out in his rich Viennese accent. It made good copy, despite its ring of self-mythification. “When the legend becomes fact,” says the newspaper editor in John Ford’s western The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962), “print the legend.” Wilder made his early life into a series of legends, and, for the most part, he was the only surviving witness, which makes for difficulties in corroborating them. Whether or not they are true, the stories offer insight into Wilder, his worldview, and the emotional truths woven through his work.


First, the name: Billie. Wilder was born Samuel Wilder on June 22, 1906, in Sucha, a small town in the remote Austro-Hungarian province of Galicia, in what today is western Poland. As Wilder liked to say, he was born “half-an-hour from Vienna—by telegraph.” His father, Max, the manager of a railway station café, had moved up the social ladder by marrying Eugenia Baldinger, a fellow Galician Jew whose widowed mother, Frau Baldinger, owned a resort hotel in the Carpathian Mountains. As a teenager, Genia, as she was known, had spent three years in New York living in a spacious apartment on Madison Avenue with the family of her mother’s brother, a well-to-do jeweler. The highlight of her sojourn was a visit to the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show at Madison Square Garden. After returning to Galicia, she met and married Max Wilder. They named their second child Samuel after Max’s deceased father, but Genia intended all along to call him Billie in tribute to Buffalo Bill. Bill was a resonant name in American popular culture of the Wild West: In addition to Buffalo Bill, heroic good guys and bad boys of western lore included Wild Bill Hickock, Billy the Kid, and the first western hero of the movies, Bronco Billy Anderson. As such, Billy was groomed from birth to be an appreciator of American popular culture, like his mother. After the Wilder family moved to Vienna in 1914, when Billy was eight and the Great War had just begun, he and his mother frequented the local cinemas, laughing at the slapstick comedies of Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton and thrilling to the exciting westerns of Tom Mix and other rope-twirling cowboys in white hats.


When Billy was ten, Max, who now owned a small hotel in the Jewish quarter of Vienna, took him to the Café Einstein on the Ringstrasse to watch the funeral procession of the Austro-Hungarian emperor, Franz Josef, who had occupied the throne for three-quarters of a century. Max Wilder venerated the sovereign because he had vigorously opposed antisemitic legislation. Max lifted Billy onto one of the café’s marble tables for a better view of the street below. Under dark skies and roiling winds, imperial horsemen clad in ceremonial black uniforms, their mounts’ heads topped with black plumes, advanced to the cadence of muffled drums. Franz Josef’s coffin passed by, followed by an open-air carriage that displayed the new emperor, Karl von Habsburg, and his empress. Riding behind them, mounted on a pristine white pony and attired in an immaculate white uniform, his helmet topped by a white feather, was their son, Otto von Habsburg, a child of four.


Pointing to the boy in white, Max said to his son, “There is your future emperor.… Someday you will come here with your son and that boy will be your emperor.” History proved Max wrong. The Habsburg monarchy did not survive the Great War. Twenty-five years later, Wilder, now among the highest-paid screenwriters in Hollywood, was having lunch in Paramount’s commissary when a front-office executive in charge of foreign distribution asked him to give a private tour of the studio to a visitor whom he thought Wilder would enjoy meeting. The visitor, a nondescript middle-aged man in a rumpled gray suit, was none other than Otto von Habsburg, the little boy on the white horse, now eking out a living as a college lecturer on international relations. Their chance encounter drove home to Wilder the vanitas theme that he, along with his writing partner, Charles Brackett, would explore in Sunset Boulevard: Fame is fleeting, accolades transient, and dreams of glory easily foiled. This is one of the great preoccupations of world literature, from the Bible and the ancient Greeks to Shakespeare, Shelley, and beyond. But it was rarely broached in the feel-good cinema of Hollywood’s golden age. Sunset Boulevard would prove an exception.
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If one of the key themes of Sunset Boulevard is the ultimate futility of human endeavor, so too is the transactional nature of love, a topic Wilder explored almost obsessively. He had a lifelong fascination with love-for-hire in its many forms, one that was no doubt prompted by the milieu in which he was raised. In his posthumously published memoir, The World of Yesterday (1942), the Austrian novelist and historian Stefan Zweig recalled that in fin de siècle Vienna, “The sidewalks were so sprinkled with women for sale that it was more difficult to avoid them than find them.… At that time female wares were offered for sale at every hour and at every price, and it cost a man as little time and trouble to purchase a woman for a quarter of an hour, an hour, or a night, as it did to buy a package of cigarettes or a newspaper.” Likewise, Salka Viertel, an expatriate Austrian actress, screenwriter, and memoirist who hosted a weekly salon for fellow Austro-German expatriates in Hollywood, recalled that “Imperial Vienna exuded an intense erotic atmosphere. It was impossible for a young woman to walk alone without being followed. Alternating between the sentimental and the rudely obscene approach, men pursued one with undaunted persistence.”


Not surprisingly, this atmosphere fostered in Wilder a cynicism toward romance. In high school, he spent several years looking out the classroom window at the pay-by-the-hour hotel across the street, where men and women entered together, only to leave separately a short time later. Imagining what went on inside inflamed Wilder’s adolescent desires. Unable to afford the luxury of a room in even the cheapest of hotels, he opted, of necessity, for furtive back-alley sex.


Further disillusioning the young Wilder was his failed romance with Ilse, a “modern girl” who smoked cigarettes, wore short skirts, and shimmied to the syncopations of American-style jazz. He planned to marry her, until a friend tipped him off that he had seen her leaning on a lamppost in Vienna’s red-light district. Years later, perhaps to save face, Wilder insisted to a biographer that he had known all along that his girlfriend was a sex worker: “She was very pretty, and I paid her. There were hookers in my life, but I was never in love with a hooker.”


If Billy ever believed sex was meant to be an outgrowth of love and mutual respect, his affair with Ilse cured him of that illusion. It is hardly surprising, then, that a cynical view of heterosexual love characterizes many of his future films, including Sunset Boulevard, where Norma, desperate for companionship, shamelessly showers her paramour with expensive gifts and tailored outfits. Despite its ambiguously happy ending (“nobody’s perfect”), Some Like It Hot is similarly driven by desperate characters seeking to exploit other characters for personal gain: Tony Curtis schemes to deceive and seduce Marilyn Monroe, who in turn aims to reel in a millionaire, while Jack Lemmon dons stockings and high heels in order to evade gangsters who are after him and later to woo a sugar-daddy millionaire who mistakes him for a woman. Wilder’s characters do whatever it takes.


While still in high school, Wilder inadvertently opened a letter addressed to Max, whom, he discovered on reading it, had fathered an illegitimate son nearly Billy’s age. When Billy confronted his father with this disturbing revelation, Max begged him not to divulge the secret to his mother. Billy agreed. But the knowledge festered in him, creating an emotional gap between son and father—and possibly between son and mother as well, since now he was colluding in her betrayal. Once again, young Wilder experienced love as fundamentally a source of pain, not pleasure. The encounter corrupted his faith in the family—his own, everyone’s—and destroyed what remained of his childhood innocence. The film historian Charles Higham summarized Wilder’s characteristically bitter view of humanity thus: “The world is ugly and vicious, selfishness and cruelty are dominant in men’s lives. Greed is the central impetus of the main characters, and even the walk-ons… are cruel.”
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Though Billy himself preferred dancing and sports to academic endeavors, he was a bright young man whose impressionable mind could not help but absorb the potent atmosphere of post–World War I Vienna, where art, literature, drama, music, architecture, politics, and psychoanalysis all bubbled in fermentation. On finishing high school, Wilder took a job with the tabloid newspaper Die Stunde (The Hour), reporting on sporting events, thefts, murders, and the occasional double suicide. For a special December issue of the paper, Wilder was assigned to ask some of Vienna’s most prominent citizens their views of Italian fascism. In a single morning he managed to converse with the composer Richard Strauss, psychotherapist Alfred Adler, playwright Arthur Schnitzler, and the founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. Well, almost Sigmund Freud. Wilder caught a streetcar to Berggasse 19, where Freud both lived and worked. A maid answered the door and explained that the doctor was having lunch. Rising from the table to see who was calling, the Great Man came to the door with a napkin tucked under his chin. Annoyed by the interruption and contemptuous of journalists, he sent Wilder packing before the eager reporter could even pose his question.


While Wilder came of age in a Vienna populated with writers, artists, and intellectuals of what the historian Hilde Spiel called “Vienna’s Golden Autumn,” it seems likely that his taste in literature veered more toward the satirical journals that filled Vienna’s newsstands. Die Fackel (The Torch) was edited by the humorist Karl Kraus, a master of the put-down. He accused psychoanalysts of picking “our dreams as if they were our pockets.” He defined education as “what most people receive, many pass on [to others], and few have.” More misanthrope than misogynist, Kraus wrote, “Women at least have elegant dresses. But what can men use to cover their emptiness?” The witticisms of Kraus, rather than the analyses of Freud, left their mark on young Wilder.


It was not only the pithiness of Kraus’s aphorisms that would have impressed a youth such as Wilder, but also the coruscating cynicism behind them, which held nothing sacred. A Jew who converted to and then renounced Catholicism, Kraus mocked all religious faiths, the monarchy, the state, the courts, the schools, business, and the press. He mocked himself, and he mocked his readers. He was Vienna’s most read and most debated author, and his one-liners clearly informed Wilder’s future career as a master of sharp-edged dialogue. Wilder was also drawn to the drama and fiction of Arthur Schnitzler and the poetry of Strauss’s librettist Hugo von Hofmannsthal. Both writers, like Kraus, attacked conventional bourgeois morality and viewed humanity with a jaundiced eye. Their writings appealed to young Wilder because they reinforced his own burgeoning realization that men and women were hypocrites by nature, hiding from others—and from themselves—their true beliefs and socially unacceptable desires.


Wilder thrived in this vibrant atmosphere in which no gods were held sacred. (In a different context, Norma Desmond would complain that the captains of the new Hollywood “took all the idols [of the silent era] and smashed them.”) While vitriolic social critics such as Kraus deconstructed pretentiousness with epigrammatic precision, the modern architect Adolf Loos, whose anticonventional thinking Wilder admired, accomplished something similar in the realm of three-dimensional space. In 1910, Loos designed a small building for a tailor’s shop on the square adjacent to the façade of Franz Josef’s imperial palace. Fed up with the palace’s gaudy Baroque ornamentation, Loos envisioned a building devoid of ornament. No squiggly moldings, no gaudy window trim, no nonfunctional dormers or picturesque peaked roofs. Viennese were outraged by what they considered an insult to their city’s storied architectural grandeur. Coming and going from his palace, old Franz Josef allegedly closed the curtains on his carriage so that he wouldn’t have to face Herr Loos’s brutal minimalism. In defense of his controversial aesthetic, Loos gave a lecture titled “Ornament and Crime” to the local society of architects, stating that modern architecture should favor function over form; that gratuitous ornamentation was a “crime” against the purity and honesty of unadorned lines.


Wilder absorbed this anti-ornamental attitude, which was the bedrock of his later work as a filmmaker: He disdained camerawork, lighting, and editing that screamed for the viewer’s attention. He regarded such techniques as arty and pretentious tricks. As he was fond of observing, “The best director is the one you don’t see.” In an interview, he once told a journalist, “You will not find in my pictures any phony camera moves or fancy setups to prove that I am a moving-picture director.” Furthering the point, he added, “I like to believe that movement can be achieved eloquently, elegantly, economically and logically without shooting from a hole in the ground.” (Here he seemed to have forgotten about the flamboyant shot of Joe Gillis’s floating corpse taken from the bottom of a literal hole in the ground—a swimming pool.)


By the time Billy graduated from high school, the Loosian doctrine of minimalism was in the forefront of architectural theory, soon to be applauded by the likes of Le Corbusier in France and the International Style architects Walter Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe in Germany. Young Billy imbibed this aesthetic in his personal as well as his professional life. Many years later, he and his wife, Audrey, would commission their modern designer friends Ray and Charles Eames to create a modernist glass-box home for them in the Hollywood Hills, but the projected costs proved prohibitive. Instead, they would move into an International Style apartment complex at 10375 Wilshire Boulevard in Westwood. The fourteen-story tower was designed by Victor Gruen (Grünbaum), an Austrian, Loos-trained architect who, like Billy, had escaped from the Nazis.


But that was decades into the young man’s future. For now, he could only dream of escaping moribund Vienna, a city that, with the travails of the war and the demise of the Habsburg empire, had lost its glitter. With hyper-inflation choking the economy, Max Wilder lost ownership of his hotel and cycled through a series of downwardly mobile jobs and foolish get-rich schemes. His household was mired in disillusionment, secrets, and failure. Billy needed to get out of town.


In May 1926, an exit materialized. Paul Whiteman, the American bandleader known as the King of Jazz, was on a concert tour of Europe with his twenty-eight-piece jazz orchestra. Wilder interviewed him for Die Stunde at the elegant Hotel Bristol. Whiteman didn’t speak German, and Wilder’s English was barely serviceable, but Billy was immensely knowledgeable about jazz and offered to show the American musician the best jazz spots in town. After a night of eating, drinking, and listening to music at Billy’s favorite establishments, Whiteman invited him to tag along when the band traveled to Berlin, the next stop on their concert tour. Wilder leapt at the opportunity. With no savings and no job in hand, the precocious young journalist, not yet twenty, followed Whiteman to Berlin, the capital of the deeply turbulent, politically divided, culturally explosive Weimar Republic. To Wilder, Vienna was the past, Berlin the future. Apart from one brief trip in 1935, he never returned home.
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Wilder felt accepted in Berlin as he had never been in xenophobic Vienna, where he was twice-over a foreigner: a Galician and a Jew. In Weimar Berlin, people who were outsiders in their own lands were treated as insiders. Entirely different from the Austrian capital, the cosmopolitan and magnificently tolerant Berlin was a kaleidoscope of ethnicities and sexualities, a city that embraced the nonnative, that thrived on difference, where it didn’t matter if Wilder was a Galician, an Austrian, a Jew, a tabloid journalist, or a young man whose pockets were perpetually empty. “Above all,” wrote the journalist and historian Otto Friedrich, “Berlin in the 1920’s [sic] represented a state of mind, a sense of freedom and exhilaration.” Here the restless and ambitious filmmaker-to-be found his spiritual home.


Economically devastated by allied blockades during the First World War and the hyper-inflation that followed, Berlin had by 1926 roared back into its primacy, pulsating to the rhythms of nonstop industry and round-the-clock entertainment. Carl Zuckmayer, a playwright, remarked that Berlin sucked up human talents and energies “with tornado-like powers.” He likened it to a “hugely desirable woman” whom everyone wanted and no one could resist: “The man who owned Berlin owned the world.” Eric Weitz, the distinguished historian of Weimar Germany, contended that the frenetic social and cultural energy of the German metropolis—“its heady enthusiasms, its artistic experimentation, its flaunting of sexuality and unconventional relations, its vibrant, kinetic energy”—resulted from the vast disruptions of World War I: “An intense desire to grasp life in all its manifold dimensions, to experience love, sex, beauty, and power, fast cars and airborne flight, theatre and dance crazes, arose out of the strong sense of the ephemeral character of life, of lives so quickly snuffed out or forever maimed by bullet wounds and gas attacks.”


Billy was confident he could live by his wits and end up rich. His plan was to support himself as a journalist while writing film scripts on speculation and eventually breaking into the movie business. Berlin boasted 120 newspapers and forty-five magazines, so finding work as a reporter was not difficult. Moreover, there were forty legitimate theaters and 360 movie production companies, most of them small, some enormous, like the world-famous UFA (Universum-Film Aktiengesellschaft) created by the German government during the Great War to counter Allied propaganda movies with films of its own. Wilder parlayed his expertise as a Viennese crime reporter, sports journalist, and celebrity interviewer into a job with one of the more popular Berlin dailies, the Berliner Zeitung am Mittag, known locally as the B.Z. He also wrote and occasionally sold twenty- to thirty-page scenarios for German silent films.


Neither reporting nor screenwriting paid well, and he supplemented his paltry income by working at Berlin’s two most fashionable grand hotels, the Eden and the Adlon, as a “tea dancer” or “taxi dancer.” Both terms were euphemisms for a dance partner or social (and perhaps sexual) companion available for hire: a gigolo (the term was coined in the 1920s). A smooth dancer with an even smoother wit, young Wilder was adored by the women, both American and otherwise, who sought male companionship. Being a gigolo was hard work with long hours, but he found it amusing. In 1927, when he was still twenty, he managed to capitalize on the experience by publishing a lighthearted, four-part series of magazine articles titled “’Waiter, A Dancer Please!’”


In 1928, when Billy was twenty-two, his father, who had come to visit him in Berlin, was suddenly struck down with an abdominal illness. He died a few days later. Billy and the rabbi who said kaddish in the Jewish cemetery in the Schönhauser Allee were the only mourners present. Years later, Billy named the long-suffering butler in Sunset Boulevard Max von Mayerling, perhaps in homage to his father. The butler’s surname alludes to the notorious Mayerling incident from 1889 in which the thirty-year-old crown prince of Austria and his seventeen-year-old mistress committed a double suicide in a royal hunting lodge near the village of Mayerling; it gave Norma’s lugubrious butler an appropriately character-specific association with scandal, tragedy, and amour fou.


Wilder’s big break came when he was invited by several of his fledgling filmmaker friends, including the later-celebrated directors Robert Siodmak, Edgar G. Ulmer, and Fred Zinnemann, to write the script for what turned out to be one of the last classic motion pictures of German silent cinema: Menschen am Sonntag, or People on Sunday. The movie was part of a wider reaction in German filmmaking against the stylized gothic melodramas of German expressionism, as seen in films such as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Nosferatu, and Metropolis. By the mid-1920s, a countervailing force in the German arts was the Neue Sachlichkeit, or New Objectivity, a serious effort to show daily life as it was, plain and ordinary, rather than ratcheted up to visual and emotional extremes. Neue Sachlichkeit, partially descended from the anti-ornamental and anti-rhetorical aesthetics of Adolf Loos and his followers, has also been translated as the New Sobriety or New Matter-of-Factness. It was not a uniquely German phenomenon, but it was understandably more prevalent among the losers of World War I than the victors. People on Sunday exhibits the spirit of this new objectivity, with its nonjudgmental, nonmoralistic documentation of everyday life. Cast with nonprofessional actors, it’s the simple, uneventful tale of two young men who spend a carefree afternoon in a park on the outskirts of Berlin with two young women they have just met. They talk, swim, picnic, listen to music on a portable gramophone, and find time for romance.


Shot with the spontaneity, flair, and good humor that became familiar to filmgoers some thirty years later with the rise of the French New Wave, People on Sunday is charmingly unplotted. It simply flows, thanks in large part to Wilder’s unobtrusive writing. It might be regarded as his most light-handed script, modern not only in its lack of plot but also in its casual amorality. One of the men, a wine salesman, supplements his income by tea dancing, while the other, a two-timing cabdriver, leaves his sleepy-headed girlfriend back in his apartment while he cavorts with his new female acquaintance. Romance, it seems, is a whim of the moment. An amorous encounter in the bushes culminates drolly with the woman pulling a pinecone out from beneath her bottom, too caught up in the ardor of the moment to have removed it sooner. As was to be characteristic of Wilder’s subsequent career, chivalric codes of love and romance go out the window. The sexual urge is ultimately biological, his films maintain, and in accordance with nature, despite the selfish or power-playing ends to which any attempt to satisfy that urge may lead.


The movie, which opened at the cavernous U. T. Kurfürstendamm Theater in the spring of 1930, ran continuously for six months. Scriptwriting offers poured in. Billy could pick and choose at will, no longer needing to dance with wealthy older women for pay. Instead he took up with a wealthy younger woman, Hella Hartwig, whose family owned a pharmaceutical company. They moved in together, and Billy indulged himself as only the formerly deprived could do. He purchased an expensive convertible, collected modern art (this was to become a lifelong passion), and ordered bespoke suits. Everything he had dreamed of was now within his grasp.


Three years after the premier of People on Sunday, Adolf Hitler swept into power as chancellor of Germany. Billy knew he would have to leave as soon as possible. The morning after the German Parliament building, the Reichstag, burned to the ground, effectively bringing the Weimar Republic to a rude termination, he and Hella set off for Paris, all their savings converted into gold coins hidden in the band of his hat.


With a modicum of high school French at his disposal, Wilder made his way in the French film industry, cowriting and codirecting his first film, a fast-moving caper called Mauvaise Graine (Bad Seed). It’s the story of a rich playboy who takes up with a ring of car thieves on the French Riviera and falls in love with the gang leader’s sister, played by Danielle Darrieux in her first starring role. It has car chases, romance, and a climactic shoot-out with the police, but not the acerbic wit and incisive characterization that would later make Wilder famous. Still, it was an impressive directorial debut. It would be another eight years before he was behind the camera again, this time in Hollywood.


In early 1934, Wilder’s friend Joe May (born Josef Otto Mandi), a fellow Austrian who had achieved considerable success as a filmmaker in German silent cinema before relocating to Hollywood at the rise of Hitler, used his connections to get Billy a six-week contract with Columbia Pictures. Columbia was one of the smaller of the eight major film studios, run autocratically by mogul Harry Cohn, who, together with his trusted lieutenant Sam Briskin, approved the idea of bringing in this reputedly clever Austrian to write the script for a backstage musical called Pam-Pam. It was to be along the lines of Warner Bros.’ hit Busby Berkeley musicals Footlight Parade and Gold Diggers of 1933, but with the addition of criminals. Joe May would direct. Columbia wired funds to Wilder to pay for his one-way passage on the Aquitania. Promising Hella he would send for her at the earliest opportunity (which he never did; she quickly receded into his past), Wilder crossed the Atlantic in late January 1934.


When he reported for duty in early March, Columbia was basking in the extraordinary success of its new release, It Happened One Night, a delirious comedy directed by Frank Capra, with Claudette Colbert as a runaway heiress traveling incognito and Clark Gable as the hard-boiled reporter who discovers her on a night bus to New York and protects her identity for the sake of an exclusive story. Despite constant bickering and a series of misadventures, they fall in love. Cohn and Briskin were eager for more stories of a similar nature, and perhaps Pam-Pam would fit the bill. Unfortunately, when they met Wilder, they were outraged. Their new hire couldn’t speak proper English: “I—I—been—Austrian,” he stammered, when introducing himself. If he couldn’t speak the language, how was he going to write credible dialogue? Only five or six years earlier, before the advent of talking pictures, a nonnative speaker like Wilder could have made a good living by inventing stories and devising incidents, but talkies required talk, the more colloquial and fast-paced, the better. Billy tried to explain that he would compose in his native language and then be translated, but Wilder wasn’t Ibsen. The project died.


With little money at his disposal, the hapless immigrant rented a room in Joe May’s house and purchased a used car—a 1927 DeSoto. Like Joe Gillis at the start of Sunset Boulevard, he needed a car to look for work, but, also like Gillis, he couldn’t find anyone to hire him. He had the additional problem of an expiring visa. He crossed the border to Mexico, where he joined thousands of other refugees waiting for visas, some of them stranded for months. For Billy, it happened to be only a matter of days, since he convinced a US border official that he was already an established Hollywood screenwriter. The official, an avid filmgoer, stamped his documents and urged the young Austrian to write some good movies in his new homeland. Or so Wilder recounted in 1988, when accepting the prestigious Irving G. Thalberg Memorial Award from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.


Returning to Los Angeles still without a job, Wilder secured a cheap room adjacent to the women’s toilets at the Chateau Marmont, a relatively new and at that time inexpensive residential hotel perched on a hillside above Sunset Boulevard. He subsisted by living on canned beans, and his sleep was punctuated by the flushing of commodes. He said he could trick himself back to sleep by pretending he was staying in an expensive spa, hearing the magical sounds of a waterfall outside his window. Years later, when he was rich and famous, he stayed at exactly such a spa in Germany, only now he couldn’t sleep because the waterfall outside his window sounded to him too much like those flushing toilets. Or so he said.


Displaying a fanatical desire to learn English, Wilder quickly realized that spending too much time with Joe May and his wife and other German and Austrian émigrés to Southern California was not going to make this happen; “I learned by not associating myself with the European refugee colony,” he later explained. Instead he preferred to chew the fat with bartenders, taxi drivers, hotel clerks, and, above all, the young American women living alongside him at the Chateau Marmont. Finding them eager to provide free after-hours instruction, he pursued them with eagerness and charm. According to Wilder, the Chateau Marmont night clerk noticed the nocturnal comings and goings and expressed amazement that the foreigner with the thick accent and thinning hair was such a hit with the ladies.


By day, Billy’s radio broadcast the patter he longed for. He especially liked listening to soap operas, with their convoluted narratives but clearly enunciated dialogue, and baseball games, where the announcers’ animated play-by-play descriptions transformed his shabby hotel bedroom into a breezy grandstand on a splendid, sun-filled afternoon. (This was long before the Brooklyn Dodgers moved to Los Angeles, but LA abounded with minor- and sub-minor-league teams that a listener could choose among.) For the rest of his life, he preferred hearing baseball on the radio to attending a game in person or watching it on TV, because that method, he believed, gave his mind and imagination the greatest scope.


Still, he maintained intermittent ties with the colony of German and Austrian writers, composers, artists, and filmmakers who had taken refuge in Los Angeles. The more highbrow of these expatriates, such as Thomas Mann, Arnold Schoenberg, Otto Klemperer, and Theodor Adorno, gathered frequently at 165 Mabery Road in Santa Monica. Two blocks from the Pacific Ocean, this was the address of Salka Viertel, who cultivated a German-language salon that also included European artists such as Igor Stravinsky and Greta Garbo for whom Deutsch was not a native language. Wilder was rankled by what he regarded as the pretentions of intellectuals who, by and large, disdained the culture industry (Adorno’s derogatory term) that Hollywood epitomized—and that the young Austrian was eager to crack. One filmmaker the movie-averse intellectuals at Viertel’s salon did admire was Erich Pommer, who had produced several classics of the German screen, including The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, Metropolis, The Last Laugh, and The Blue Angel.


These last two films, both starring the famed actor Emil Jannings, recount tales of humiliation. In The Last Laugh, Jannings plays the head doorman at a grand Berlin hotel. Wearing a military-style greatcoat with epaulets and brass buttons, he takes inordinate pride in his position, until one day the manager declares him too old for the job. Without the impressive coat and now relegated to cleaning toilets, Jannings spirals into despair. In The Blue Angel, Jannings has a similar role, this time as a pedantic and middle-aged high school teacher who becomes desperately infatuated with a young nightclub singer (Marlene Dietrich). Making a fool of himself during her cabaret act, he loses his job and ultimately the last vestiges of his self-respect.


Now settled in Hollywood, Pommer, the master of on-screen humiliation, amused his poolside guests one summer afternoon in 1934 with a live scene of humiliation: offering Wilder cash for diving into the pool fully clothed. Of course, maybe neither Pommer nor Wilder thought the offer humiliating. By all accounts, Pommer was a genial man who had occasionally given film work to Wilder during their Weimar days. Perhaps his motivation was to help the impoverished young writer without embarrassing him with an outright cash gift, or maybe he simply wished to amuse his guests. Wilder did not hesitate. It was a paying opportunity, and his cash supply was lower than low. If this was how Hollywood worked, if gratifying the whims of the wealthy was the game he had to play, the former gigolo would do whatever it took.
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Sunset Boulevard opens with a fully clothed man in a swimming pool, only this time the man is dead. Joe Gillis, a thirty-year-old failed screenwriter, isn’t going anywhere. He’s stuck in place. Not so “Billie” Wilder, who easily reached the opposite end of the pool. Not long after this baptismal dunk into the waters of Beverly Hills, he christened himself “Billy” Wilder.


Pommer hired him to help adapt the lighthearted Broadway musical Music in the Air, written by the popular songwriting team of Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II. Joe May was to direct. Pommer also hired Billy’s fellow refugee from Nazi Germany, a young composer named Franz Waxman, to adapt the music. The actress whom Pommer had in mind for the lead, Gloria Swanson, had been one of the great movie stars of the 1920s, though her career had faltered with the coming of sound. Pommer believed she was up to the task. The story concerns an opera singer in Munich who, to make her romantic partner jealous, unsuccessfully seduces a much younger man, a songwriter from the Bavarian Alps. Swanson herself had trained as an opera singer and possessed a natural comic touch. It was Wilder’s job to write sparkling dialogue for her. He did his best, but the movie failed at the box office. Indeed, it was Fox Pictures’ greatest flop of 1934. Audiences who had loved Swanson as a pert young thing in the 1920s could not warm to her in the role of a jealous older woman seeking the attentions of a younger man. The film killed what was left of her Hollywood career and didn’t do much for Wilder’s, either.


Fifteen years later, he cast her as Norma Desmond.















CHAPTER TWO



GLORIOUS GLORIA


Wait a minute,” says Joe Gillis as he is kicked out of the bedroom of an imperious woman in black who has realized her error in thinking him the pet undertaker she had summoned, “haven’t I seen you—?”


She threatens to call her servant. “I know your face,” Gillis continues, combing his memory. “You’re Norma Desmond. You used to be in pictures. You used to be big.”


Her eyes locking with his in fuming indignation, she snarls, “I am big. It’s the pictures that got small.”


The same could be said of the actress who played Norma Desmond: Gloria Swanson, who in the 1920s was the most-photographed woman in the world. At her death in 1983, the New York Times noted that she “was young when the movies were young, and has to be mentioned in the same breath with Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Rudolph Valentino. Unlike her peers, however, she eclipsed the successes of her youth with one remarkable performance in middle age”—as Norma Desmond, that is, in Sunset Boulevard. In a movie that plays with levels of reality, mixing real people and places with fictitious ones, Gloria Swanson seemed to be Norma Desmond in the flesh.


At the zenith of her career, Swanson was among Hollywood’s greatest celebrities, beloved by legions of fans who were whipped into a constant state of adoration by a popular new medium, the movie magazine, Photoplay being the best known. These slick, inexpensive, amply illustrated, gossip-filled, mythmaking periodicals proliferated in the 1920s and attained nationwide circulation by breathlessly reporting the off-screen behavior of movie folk, especially that of mega-celebrities such as Swanson.


A reciprocal relationship evolved: Fan magazines couldn’t thrive without movie stars, and movie stars couldn’t maintain their hold on the public without fan magazines. The studios encouraged viewers who favored one star or another to establish fan clubs, which proliferated nationally and internationally. The stars (or, more likely, their personal assistants) scrawled signatures on glossy headshots and sent them out to worshipping fans (short for “fanatics”), who treated them like holy icons. Studio publicity departments, as well as fashionable magazines such as Vogue and Vanity Fair, hired glamour photographers including Clarence Sinclair Bull, George Hurrell, and Ruth Harriet Louise—who themselves became minor celebrities—to use state-of-the-art lighting techniques, camera lenses, and film emulsions to endow movie stars with an aura of mystery and beauty, making them irresistible objects of both desire and veneration.


In a particularly striking glamour photo, Edward Steichen portrayed Swanson with her face hidden behind a patterned veil. As he recounted in A Life in Photography, “At the end of the session, I took a piece of black lace veil and hung it in front of her face. She recognized the idea at once. Her eyes dilated, and her look was that of a leopardess lurking behind leafy shrubbery, watching her prey. You don’t have to explain things to Miss Swanson. Her mind works swiftly and intuitively.” Cecil B. DeMille, who knew all about glamour, said of Swanson, “When you put them all together and add them up, Gloria Swanson comes out the movie star of all movie stars. She had something that none of the rest of them had.”


The star system itself was a modern invention. In the early days of cinema, movies were made with anonymous performers, but audiences began clamoring to know the names of the actors they wished to see more of. Afraid of having to raise actors’ salaries, studios enforced anonymity instead. Biograph Studios, for example, made numerous movies in the early 1910s with a young Canadian actress whom they identified only as “the Biograph Girl.” Intrigued, the public demanded to know her actual name. It was Florence Lawrence, and she is often regarded as the first non-anonymous movie star. By the early 1920s, with the increased sophistication of the star-making apparatus, Gloria Swanson became a household name.


Swanson detailed the ups and downs of her acting career, and those of her personal life, in her bestselling autobiography, Swanson on Swanson, published in 1980, three years before her death. The movie star’s sensational memoir is filled with old-time melodrama, not unlike the movies she made during the silent era. Swanson described the privations of her childhood, a secret abortion at the height of her fame, her six marriages and numerous love affairs, her extraordinary popularity with movie audiences and film fans, and her several reversals of financial fortune. In Sunset Boulevard, Norma says she hates the word comeback, but the truth is that Swanson had four or five comebacks after costly flops had seemingly ended her career. With Sunset Boulevard, made when she was fifty and long out of the public eye, she staged the greatest comeback in film history.
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Swanson got her start in movies by accident. At fifteen, she toured Chicago’s Essanay film studio, best known for producing slapstick comedies, and made an unexpected impression on the resident filmmakers. Struck by the girl’s appearance, a director offered her employment as an extra. Her mother, Addie, who was separated from Gloria’s father, approved, and, within weeks, Gloria went from extra to bit player to stock player. At first, Essanay did not identify her by name, but her dark good looks caught the attention of moviegoers—as well as that of Essanay’s star attraction, Charlie Chaplin, who had temporarily left Los Angeles for the lucrative contract Essanay offered him. The British comedian, who was not yet world-famous, considered casting her as the leading lady in His New Job (1915) and spent a morning rehearsing with her. Gloria couldn’t mesh Charlie’s sense of humor with her own: “I felt like a cow trying to dance with a toy poodle.” Exasperated, he told her she lacked comic timing. In turn, she informed him that his pratfalls were vulgar. Impressed with her spirit, Chaplin gave her an uncredited bit part in the film, where, with copious hair piled atop her head, she appears as a stenographer unobtrusively typing at a desk in the back of the shot; look too quickly, and you’ll miss her altogether.


If Chaplin, an inveterate womanizer, had romantic designs on this fetching adolescent, he appears not to have pursued them. Not so a rough and burly second-banana Essanay actor named Wallace Beery, who was primarily known for cross-dressing as Sweedie, a Swedish housemaid, in a series of buffoonish comedies. In Sweedie Goes to College (1915), the sixteen-year-old Swanson received screen credit for playing a stylish coed. She thought the movie “vulgar, disgusting and stupid,” but, like other young female players at the studio, she developed a crush on Beery. At the end of a day’s filming, he would drive her around town in his speedy roadster. Gloria was infatuated with him, even though—or because—he was nearly twice her age.


When the irate parents of another underage girl at the studio accused Beery of inappropriate behavior, he moved to the West Coast branch of Essanay outside San Francisco and resumed his acting career with little interruption. Shortly after, Gloria persuaded her mother to accompany her to Los Angeles, where she hoped to become a star. As ambitious for her daughter as her daughter was for herself, Addie agreed. Gloria secured an audition with Mack Sennett, the head of Keystone Studios, famed for short comedies including those of the lovably incompetent Keystone Cops. The producer was a notorious philanderer. Years later, an associate recalled that the studio boss’s “door and his fly were always open. No girl ever got on the lot if she hadn’t first been on his casting couch.” In his own memoir, Sennett remembered that Swanson’s audition took place at night, but if it involved sex, he never said as much, nor did she. He recalled being struck by Gloria’s magnificent light-blue eyes: “It isn’t a trick of make-up that beams them at you from the screen.”


Nicknamed “Baby Gloria” because of her chubby cheeks and diminutive stature (approximately five feet), Swanson created an on-screen stir. Meanwhile, Beery, who had left Essanay and was now himself working for Sennett, wooed Gloria in a lightning-fast campaign that culminated in marriage. Their wedding, attended by Addie and officiated by a justice of the peace, took place on the bride’s seventeenth birthday. In her autobiography, Swanson claimed that her thirty-year-old groom raped her on their wedding night: “I was brutalized in pitch-blackness by a man who whispered filth in my ear while he ripped me almost in two.” Afterward, while he snored away, Swanson cowered in the bathroom, where she tried to stanch the bleeding. Her pain was excruciating—physically, but also emotionally. Disgusted by his crude and violent behavior, she told herself it was only to be expected, for, as she wrote, “It’s a man’s world.” Nevertheless, she was determined to make a good wife for him.


And so she did—until she discovered she was pregnant. According to her account, Beery gave her a morning-sickness drug that she later discovered was an abortifacient. The under-the-counter drug put an end to the pregnancy and landed her in the hospital. With that, the marriage was over, as far as she was concerned, and she moved back in with Addie. Beery begged her to return to him, and ultimately she did. Yet she continued to loathe everything about him, including his touch, which revolted her.


More surprising still, she agreed to act with him in a series of lightweight but popular Keystone comedies. This being an era in which dialogue could only be relayed through intertitles, comedies had to rely instead on nonstop action; humor was to be found in comic timing and amusing situations. Teddy at the Throttle (1917), for example, earned laughs by parodying the popular railroad-rescue serials from earlier cinema; here the villain is played by Beery and the heroine by Swanson. Resourcefully, Gloria’s character, tied to the tracks, scribbles a plea for rescue and gives it to her Great Dane, Teddy, who leaps out a window, jumps from a cliff into a river, dog-paddles against the current, bounds over the tracks, catapults himself onto the speeding train, and delivers the note to the engineer, who tries but fails to stop the locomotive in time to save his beloved owner. She, meanwhile, has dug a hole into which she lowers herself moments before the slowed-down train passes over her head. Swanson insisted on doing the beneath-the-tracks stunt herself; it may have been the first, but wouldn’t be the last, time she did her own stunts.


The essence of the film lies in its speed, not its story. Teddy at the Throttle capitalizes on one of the signal fascinations of the early twentieth century. In Italy, the futurists extolled fast bicycles, hurtling automobiles, and soaring biplanes as mechanical symbols of modernity. Transportation was not the only conductor of speed; so, too, were new modes of communication, including one-, two-, or three-reel movies that appeared to have been filmed only yesterday (a reel lasted approximately twelve to fifteen minutes, depending on the speed of projection). The breakneck speed of Teddy at the Throttle suited the velocity-mania of the times.


In another Sennett comedy, The Danger Girl (1916), Swanson played a type of liberated young woman that was rapidly emerging in American society. In the 1920s, such women would be called flappers or modern girls: sexy, sophisticated, self-confident authors of their own destiny. A modern girl unabashedly consumed fashion and beauty products to help her attain a level of autonomy not available to previous generations.


Modern girls were politically progressive in the sense that their unconventional, even anti-traditional, ways of carrying themselves amounted to an assault on conservative mores and social values. Flaunting their bodies with short skirts, flimsy dresses, and the newfangled brassiere (invented in 1913), bobbing their hair, drinking bootleg alcohol, smoking cigarettes like a man, driving cars like a man, syncopating their bodies on the dance floor to the hot rhythms of jazz, “dating” (a new term) men without the surveillance of a chaperone, and defiantly claiming control of their sexuality, modern girls were advance troops in the cultural wars of the day between big-city progressive modernity and small-town conservative backlash. Swanson was Hollywood’s first modern girl; others to follow included Clara Bow, Louise Brooks, and Joan Crawford.


Danger Girl was rushed into production with virtually no discernible plot, which may madden the current viewer but did not bother audiences of the time, who relished seeing the heroine drive fast, repair her car, and change a flat tire, all activities that were stereotypically ascribed to men. To further the gender-bending, Gloria’s character cross-dresses—in white tie and top hat, no less—to seduce and then expose a woman who is trying to steal the affection of her boyfriend. Swanson said she drew on Wally Beery’s masculine swagger and other physical mannerisms to make her pseudo-male characterization plausible. Gloria’s rival, thinking Gloria is male, falls in love with her, and Gloria, emerging from her disguise, wins back her man. Films such as these put their finger on the pulse of a new world, the so-called Jazz Age, where modern girls rejected the Victorian mores of their mothers and grandmothers as readily as they rejected their foremothers’ corsets and crinolines.


By 1919, Swanson had finally divorced Beery, left Keystone Studios, and begun working with Hollywood’s leading director, Cecil B. DeMille. Her first and very successful DeMille film, Don’t Change Your Husband, was one of six domestic comedy-dramas she would make with him about modern marriage; another was called Why Change Your Wife? (1920). Typically, she played a timid housewife who comes to embrace the new consumer ethos of the Jazz Age—that is, to become a modern girl. Captivated by Swanson’s youth, beauty, and energy, her fans clamored to see more of her on screen.


In Why Change Your Wife?, she played a frumpy housewife who makes no attempt to keep lit the flame of conjugal romance. When she rejects the revealing lingerie that her husband buys for her because she does not find it practical, he takes up with the shopkeeper who modeled it for him. Seeing the error of her ways, Swanson, in an about-face, decides to embrace a host of beauty treatments, along with the latest fashions in both outerwear and underwear, and thus wins back her husband. Lesson learned. The final intertitle of the film makes the nature of the lesson clear: “And now you know what every husband knows, that a man would rather have his wife for his sweetheart than any other woman, but Ladies, if you would be your husband’s sweetheart you simply must learn to forget when you’re his wife.”


DeMille’s marital comedies may have been humorous, but they touched on a serious social issue of the day: divorce. As the marriage rate rapidly increased in the United States after the First World War, so, too, did the rate of divorce. In 1910, there were 4.5 divorces per one thousand residents; by 1920, the rate had nearly doubled to 7.7. (A century later, in 2020, the divorce rate had dropped to 2.3 per one thousand.) The United States led the world in the annual number of divorces. Fears of abandoning their children had previously prevented women from seeking divorce, but that changed with the advent of family planning; it was easier for women to sue for divorce if children were not involved. In 1914, the birth control activist Margaret Sanger knowingly violated Comstock Laws by distributing contraception information through the mail. In 1916, she opened America’s first birth control clinic, and in 1921, she founded the American Birth Control League, the precursor organization to Planned Parenthood. By the 1920s, then, women had legal options available to them for choosing not to produce children, which afforded them a greater degree of control over their destinies than previous generations had known.


Another factor in the rising rate of divorce was the growth of cities. The 1920 census showed that for the first time more Americans lived in big cities than in small towns. In small-town communities, where everyone knew everyone else—and their business—it was more difficult to dissolve conjugal relationships than it was in the cities, where, with increased anonymity and autonomy, young people felt less constrained by the watchful eyes of their neighbors and elders to remain in marriages that no longer satisfied them. In this regard, not only Hollywood movies but also its movie stars made divorce appear to be an acceptable option. Gloria Swanson herself epitomized the multi-married, multi-divorced Hollywood star. She married six husbands over the course of her life and divorced all six of them. Swanson, the ultimate modern girl, seemed to change lovers as frequently as she changed her wardrobe.


In fact, her wardrobe was integral to her stardom. Referring to her latest release, DeMille’s For Better, for Worse (1919), she told her public, “I have worn about twenty-five or more different gowns, and I know they all cost a lot of money. When I have them on, I am in heaven. Every woman loves to be dressed up in expensive creations.” To this she added, “All during the day I am a queen, garbed in all the wonders of the costumer’s art; then, when we quit work… I am nothing but a poor actress again, in my simple dress. It’s really pathetic. I think it’s quite sad.” Swanson knew better than anyone how to play the Cinderella card; she portrayed herself as an ordinary woman who, like her fans, dreamed about fashionable clothing but, unlike them, actually got to wear it. If her dreams could come true, why couldn’t theirs?


Fans thus went to her movies eager to see what she wore. The plot of Under the Lash (1921; not a DeMille picture) called for her to be dressed shabbily throughout. Her devotees were disappointed. Jesse Lasky, the studio’s head of production, vowed not to make that mistake twice, and from then on Swanson was always appareled on screen—as well as off screen—with the most fashionable and expensive clothing available. Photoplay reported that the star was earning more than $1 million a year and spending it liberally: $500,000 on jewelry, $50,000 on gowns, $25,000 on furs, $10,000 a year on lingerie, $9,600 on silk stockings, $6,000 on perfume, and $5,000 on purses. At that time the average annual household income was $3,269.40.
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