



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2022 by Luis I. Reyes.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Running Press


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas,


New York, NY 10104


www.runningpress.com


@Running_Press


First Edition: September 2022


Published by Running Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Running Press name and logo are trademarks of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


All photos courtesy Turner Classic Movies and Luis Reyes Archives, with the following exceptions: here: photo by Timothy White, courtesy Carol Marshall; here, here, here: Satir Gonzalez; here, left: El Rey Network; here: Bel Hernandez/Latin Heat; here: MGM/Eon United Artist Releasing


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022936073


ISBNs: 978-0-7624-7848-4 (hardcover), 978-0-7624-7849-1 (ebook)


E3-20220728-JV-NF-ORI














TO MY DAUGHTER ARLINDA REYES AND SON LUI REYES, WHO WILL CARRY ON THE LEGACY.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Running Press logo]
















[image: image]






















[image: image]









Foreword by



JIMMY SMITS


It’s an honor to be asked to write the foreword for Viva Hollywood for several reasons, not the least of which is the fact its author, Luis I. Reyes, is a true Renaissance Man as well as a valued friend. We’re both kids from the streets of New York and have a shared heritage. I believe that’s helped to fuel our close bond. We’re cut from the same cloth.


Luis and I have been tight ever since we met on the set of the comedy western The Cisco Kid back in 1994. He was the unit publicist. I played the Cisco Kid, one of the few Latin screen hero figures. Cisco always knew the value of publicity, so Luis and I got along famously.


Luis is many things in one: writer, author, film historian, movie publicist, and a chronicler of the Latinx experience in cinema. In interviewing so many Latin film pioneers over the decades, like Rita Moreno, Anthony Quinn, Edward James Olmos, and so many others, he has become a pioneer himself.


One of the things that has always interested me about Luis is his extensive knowledge of movie history, born of an early passion for the arts and cinema that he translated into a lifelong career in the film industry. I also came to discover that Luis was an expert in understanding the Latino experience in the film and TV world. He first proposed writing a book about it in 1990 and was told in no uncertain terms that there wasn’t enough of a history there to fill a book. But Luis knew that the legacy was a rich one packed with stories and anecdotes well worth the world’s attention. The resulting 500-page volume, Hispanics in Hollywood, gave a complete picture of the many contributions of Latinos in the industry. In persisting in his research, Luis helped to bridge the diversity gap during the period before multicultural awareness finally started to matter.
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Jimmy Smits is an Emmy Award–winning actor best known for his work on television (L.A. Law, NYPD Blue), stage, and film (Old Gringo, Mi Familia, In the Heights), among many other roles. Photo by Timothy White.


In Viva Hollywood, Luis superbly melds his love for film with the contributions of Americans of Latin descent who have positively impacted the tapestry of American movies. The book is informed by interviews with many well-known performers who have faced challenges and with determination crossed over into the mainstream: artists such as Cheech Marin, Jennifer Lopez, Antonio Banderas, Martin Sheen, and Salma Hayek. Luis himself has impacted the way Latin artists and creators are viewed throughout the industry. We may still be underrepresented in Hollywood—a fact that remains a sore subject in need of a reckoning—but with Viva Hollywood, Luis helps open the world’s eyes to us as an artistic force. The book is another giant step toward shining a vivid spotlight on inclusion, stereotype-smashing, and transcendent talent in Hollywood cinema.
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Legendary classic Hollywood screen star Cesar Romero and author Luis I. Reyes in 1992.
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Introduction



I grew up in New York City’s Upper West Side. As with many of my baby boomer generation, I watched movies in opulent movie palaces such as Radio City Music Hall or at a neighborhood movie house. And on that magical box called television. The movies would transport me from the mean streets and my family’s tenement apartment to escapist adventures peopled with extraordinary characters.


I would watch movies like The Comancheros with John Wayne, The Guns of Navarone with Anthony Quinn, and sword and sandal epics like Hercules with Steve Reeves and the sultry Cuban dancer Chelo Alonso. Although my parents loved—and I was keenly aware of—the Spanish-speaking Mexican comedian Cantinflas, I preferred the wacky antics of Jerry Lewis.


Local television would offer The Million Dollar Movie, which would show black-and-white film classics like King Kong all week long, several times a day. There was usually a movie in the afternoon right after school before the evening news came on. I was mesmerized. When color television sets came into play, there was primetime NBC Saturday Night at the Movies, which showed relatively recent color films. I was transfixed by all the movie stars, but I particularly identified with those who looked and sounded somewhat like my Puerto Rican and Dominican family: the likes of Anthony Quinn, Burt Lancaster, Rafael Campos, José Ferrer, Desi Arnaz, Gilbert Roland, Woody Strode, Katy Jurado, Rita Moreno, and Raquel Welch. Yeah, Raquel Welch. Her roots are Bolivian, but let’s be real: no one quite looked like Raquel Welch, at least not in my neighborhood. Her famous poster—the one of her wearing an animal-skin bikini—hung on the wall of my tiny bedroom until I left for college.


After I graduated from the University of the Pacific in northern California, a move to Los Angeles to pursue a career in entertainment landed me at the Latinx actors’ organization Nosotros, founded by Ricardo Montalban. At their annual star-studded gala awards ceremony to recognize Latino achievements, I had a chance to meet many of my screen favorites.


I quickly became aware that there was no written documentation recognizing the collaborative participation of Latinx artists in Hollywood. They had been largely overlooked or left out of film histories, even though trailblazing Hispanic and Latin artists have blasted through limitations imposed by Hollywood and society to provide entertaining movie portrayals, indelible images, and unforgettable cinematic moments for more than a century.


In the early days especially, some Latinos and Latinas working in film saw it all as a job, no different from a worker in a factory, which studios resembled, except that the product manufactured was movies. Like many of the generation who faced the challenges of the Great Depression and World War II, these artists were not sentimental and did not assign great importance to their screen work outside of making a living. Actors became associated with a certain kind of role, and some were satisfied with it because it provided security. Others were not.


Those with higher artistic aspirations fought against being typecast and the stereotypical portrayals that were expected of them. One extra player in the 1990s described working on films as “storybooks come to life,” while others like actress Donna Martell in a 2020 interview were more matter of fact: “If you were brunette, you played Mexican, and that was fine with me. I worked a lot.” Actor Ricardo Montalban remembered the excitement of being signed to an MGM contract during the heyday of the studio system.


When I interviewed surviving pioneering artists so many years later, many of them were surprised that anyone was interested in the work they did. Few, if any, were aware of the broader implications of their screen careers. There was little consciousness for most of the first half of the twentieth century that films would last and take on greater cultural significance as an art form across future generations.


In 1981, I set about researching, archiving materials, and interviewing as many surviving film pioneers as possible, and this resulted in the publication of the 1995 book I coauthored with Peter Rubie, Hispanics in Hollywood, a film and television encyclopedia. Fast-forward twenty-seven years, and Turner Classic Movies and Running Press asked me to write a new lavishly illustrated salute to Hispanic and Latin film artists in Viva Hollywood. As you’ll read, the book highlights the participation, struggles, and achievements of the major stars, unsung players, and key behind-the-scenes figures in classic Hollywood and contemporary American theatrical feature films.


Much has changed in Hollywood and in American society in the intervening years, yet some things remain the same, and this book has given me a chance to take a new perspective on people and events of the past as seen from the present. Stereotypes and negative images persist in the form of drug cartel kingpins and an endless parade of beleaguered undocumented immigrants. Yet, social justice movements, enlightened perspectives, and authenticity have allowed access to diverse talent in a global media context. Latinx filmmakers in Hollywood are forging new narratives and challenging outdated ideas of identity.


The US Latinx population makes up 18.8 percent of the total population, or 60.6 million strong, according to the 2020 census. This group accounted for more than 21 percent of all movie tickets sold in the States in 2019, per the Motion Picture Association of America. The terminology has changed the landscape too. For purposes of the book, I use the term “Latinx” or “Latin” as a nonbinary and gender-neutral umbrella term for Americans of diverse Latin American descent, regardless of race and ethnicity. The term “American Latino” refers to Americans of Latin descent who were born and or raised from an early age in the US. “Hispanic” refers to individuals of Spanish descent. “Chicano” (male or female) is a term of self-identification by Mexican Americans in the Southwest who came of age in the ’60s and ’70s, who reclaim their US and Mexican collective experience. I also use the terms “Latino” and “Latina” in the masculine and feminine. Specific artists are identified by their background origin. Other artists historically identified as “Latin” because of their Romance-language European origins, whether French, Italian, or Greek, are not included. Television is not reflected unless there are major career overlaps. Viva Hollywood does not cover all the Latinx talent in Hollywood, as that would require a much more extensive book, so a few personal favorites may be missing.


Present-day screen stars represent a bridge to Hollywood’s past, from pioneering Spanish-born silent screen idol Antonio Moreno to Antonio Banderas, from the woman described as the most beautiful to have graced the silver screen, Mexican Dolores del Rio, to Salma Hayek, and from Puerto Rican EGOT winner Rita Moreno to Jennifer Lopez.


These artists transcended stereotypes, opened doors, and serve as beacons of inspiration for future Latinx performers and the communities at large that they represented. These stars have earned a place in the collective memories of moviegoers and have played a large role in the cultural significance of Hollywood as it continues to evolve into a more inclusive, diverse, and visionary American cinema. I hope you will enjoy reading about their remarkable careers and noteworthy achievements in the pages of this book.


Luis I. Reyes


January 1, 2022
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Bandido and señorita screen stereotype images circa the 1930s.

















CHAPTER 
-1-



Latin and Hispanic Film Origins: How It All Began


Hollywood cinema has had a complicated relationship with race and ethnicity since its very beginning. That’s long been the case with one of the largest and most influential populations in the United States, Americans of Latin descent, composed primarily of Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cuban Americans, and Central and South Americans. Since the earliest silent days, four all-too-familiar types have been associated with the Latino/Latina in film: the bandito, the Latin lover, the demure señorita, and the saucy spitfire.


Whether positive or negative, such iconography has certainly proved resilient and enduring. Hollywood also created and perpetuated nuanced variations of these stereotypes, among them the “greaser” and the dashing caballero. The caballero (which actually means “horseman”) was a reference to the elite, aristocratic dons of the Spanish ranchos era.


Another archetype is the nurturing and long-suffering mamacita (mother figure). The Latin lover can be traced back to the folk legend of the Spanish seducer of women, Don Juan. Meanwhile his counterpart, the spitfire, is rooted in Prosper Mérimée’s 1845 novella Carmen and its more famous Bizet opera iteration.
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Douglas Fairbanks in 1920 brought to the screen the fictional Hispanic hero of romantic Old California in the silent swashbuckler The Mark of Zorro.


And let’s not forget the ubiquitous image of the lazy, simpleminded Mexican peasant slouched against a cactus, sleeping beneath his sombrero. Because of racist ideologies, social practices, and the Production Code, these images exemplified the vast majority of roles available to Latin actors. It wasn’t until much later that Hollywood took advantage of their talent and creativity for a richer exploration of this group and its vibrant culture and history.


The western movie genre became the predominant source for these clichéd images, and for better or worse, they provided work opportunities. In films of the early twentieth century, when the movie industry was in its infancy, Mexican Americans found employment as background extras, playing supporting roles, or as wranglers and stunt players. Many of these were silent “greaser” films. As difficult as it may be for modern audiences to grasp it, the slur was often in the actual title.


Entertainment of this age capitalized on Americans’ fears of Mexico, Mexicans, and Latinos in general. “Greaser” was a term stemming from ignorance and simmering intolerance; using it to refer to a non-Anglo or lower-class individual affected how Latinos/Latinas were perceived, individually and as a group. Many dime novels of the 1880s described an oily, swarthy villain or bandit who, more often than not, was Mexican or of mixed race. This originated from Mexican American laborers in the Southwest who used grease on their backs when unloading hides and cargo or axle wheels, and continued as a legacy of derogatory language that persisted for decades.


Motion pictures, of course, are a mixture of art and commerce that reflect the ideals, values, and biases of the society that produces them. The most popular misconceptions and stereotypes of Latinos and Latinas in the United States and elsewhere have roots that date back much further than the nineteenth century. For example, the sixteenth-century political and religious rivalry between England and Spain extended into the New World colonies that exploited the resources of the continent’s Indigenous peoples. Spain established a settlement in St. Augustine, Florida, in 1565, the oldest city in what is now the United States. The Spanish colonizers developed an overland trade route from Mexico City to its northernmost province in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Both were founded long before the English settlements at Jamestown in 1607 and the arrival of the Pilgrims in 1620. As these civilizations collided, the Indigenous peoples of the Americas paid the greatest price.


After the American Revolution of 1776 and the creation of the United States from the thirteen English colonies, Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821. Distrust and misunderstanding soon developed, creating an uneasy relationship between the United States, a homogeneous Anglo culture with expansionist ambitions, and Mexico, a mixed-race Spanish Mexican culture set on conserving its sovereign territories. The War of Texas Independence (1835–1836), the Mexican-American War (1846–1848), and the California gold rush (1849) contributed to deep-seated fears of and prejudices toward Mexicans and Mexican Americans among European Americans north of the border.


When Irish Catholic immigrants joined the predominantly Protestant US Army during the Mexican-American War, some found the discrimination so intolerable that they deserted and went south to join the opposing, predominantly Catholic Mexican forces. This led to the formation of a ragtag mini-army of Catholic soldiers known as the Saint Patrick’s Battalion. These events form the basis of the film One Man’s Hero (1999), starring Tom Berenger. The war ended with the signing of the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and Mexico ceded in defeat 51 percent of its territory. The United States gained Mexican borderland provinces including California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and western Colorado, securing the westward expansion across the continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. The increased dominance and authority of European American laws, language, and economic activities steadily marginalized a majority of Mexican Americans in those formerly Mexican provinces.
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Dancer/actress Beatrice Dominguez, born and raised in San Bernardino, California, was immortalized on screen when she danced the Argentine Tango with Rudolph Valentino in the 1921 silent classic that made him a star, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.


European Americans in the United States presented unflattering and rapacious images of Latinos/Latinas, particularly Mexicans, in newspaper editorials and political cartoons throughout the nineteenth century. Disparaging comments were published even in the Congressional Record. Many European American authors conveyed the prevailing attitudes, values, and ideas of Manifest Destiny, asserting the right of a conquering group to define others. They often wrote ignorant and negative commentaries about the Mexican American people they encountered, and this bigoted imagery carried over to the movie industry.
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Eli Wallach (center) as Calvera leads his bandits in The Magnificent Seven (1960).
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Western star John Wayne meets a beautiful Mexican señorita and her landed father in The Man from Monterey (1933).


The adventure and romantic fiction popular in the late 1800s spun yarns of a wild American West peopled with—among others—cowboys, outlaws, bandits, and beautiful señoritas. These books were written for the masses, in clear and understandable prose that brought to life specific locations and peoples. Most of these writers had never been west of the Mississippi and drew from travel accounts, newspaper reports, and gossip. They didn’t just reinforce racist stereotypes; they created and perpetuated them. That general process continued for several generations.


The Spanish-American War of 1898 resulted in further imperialistic expansion of the United States when it acquired Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines. The nation also submitted Cuba to its hegemony. It ushered in the era of President Theodore Roosevelt, the construction of the Panama Canal, and condescending white supremacist paternalism of politicians and the press toward “our little brown brothers.” The “yellow journalism” practiced by the Hearst newspapers helped fuel misconceptions of our neighbors south of the border. The Mexican Revolution (1910–1920) fascinated and alarmed America, with a violent and bloody war so close to its southern border. The American and world press was inflamed with sensational headlines that alternated between violence done to Americans in Mexico and along its northern border and a Robin Hood–like persona of the Mexican bandit turned revolutionary hero, Pancho Villa.


Drawing on earlier conventional ethnic types in newspapers, theater, literature, photography, and advertisements, the new medium of motion pictures perpetuated them and gave rise to new variants. The overriding negative images of Mexicans and Latinos in general in Hollywood motion pictures became a staple of its earliest western films. Simplistic morality plays of the nascent film industry like The Great Train Robbery (1903) had clear-cut heroes and villains, and they were extremely popular with audiences. The first makers of movies produced hundreds of westerns. They were made with minuscule budgets and turned huge profits domestically and worldwide. Early westerns left no doubt about who was the hero: the lone, tall, lean, independent cowboy, who became an iconic symbol of the American character. The image was personified by such early stars as Bronco Billy Anderson, Hoot Gibson, Harry Carey, and William S. Hart, to name just a few. Latins were more likely to appear in films with titles such as The Greaser’s Gauntlet (1908) or Bronco Billy and the Greaser (1914). The greaser was a convenient villain stereotype who would get his comeuppance before the film’s end from the “real American hero.”


The burgeoning motion picture industry secured a living and a future for many Latinos and Latinas in and around Los Angeles by creating jobs and opportunities. Yet, racism and ignorance made it difficult for them to reach stellar heights in the industry. Early filmmakers were drawn to Los Angeles for several reasons, the most obvious being that the West Coast was far away from Thomas Edison’s New York–based motion-picture patent agents. L.A. was also a nonunion town, so wages were lower than they were back East, and the workforce was made up primarily of Mexican and Asian American workers. Furthermore, films were made primarily outdoors in available light, so the perennial sunshine and warm weather allowed for year-round productivity.


The development of the movies from peep-show nickelodeons to simple photo plays (early twentieth-century proscenium-centered moving picture representations of stage plays) left mass audiences eager for more. Many were newly arrived immigrants, and they, like so many others, were receptive to the relatively sophisticated psychological impact of silent dramas by directors such as D. W. Griffith, Lois Weber, and Cecil B. DeMille. In Old California, directed by Griffith for the Biograph Company in 1910, was a significant Hollywood production about Latinos. This seventeen-minute-long period photo play about an aristocratic Spanish Mexican family played by Anglo actors coincided, conveniently, with a new romantic narrative about early California life. This was used to promote tourism and sell real estate, a utopian vision exemplified by labels emblazoned on agricultural products with lavish artistic renderings of beautiful, idealized señoritas with bounties of grapes and California-grown citrus fruits. Screen images of red-tiled adobe village backlot studio sets projected Mexico just waiting for gringos to bring law and order to an untamed mythic celluloid West.
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In the western comedy spoof The Three Amigos (1986), Chevy Chase as Dusty gets the drop on Alfonso Arau as bandit chieftain El Guapo. Observing are bandits (left to right) played by Jorje Cervera, Candy Castillo, and Tony Plana.


The Motion Picture Production Code—sometimes known as the Hays Code—a set of moral standards instituted by the US film industry to regulate itself in 1930 (though not enforced until 1934)—forbade the on-screen mixing of the races in a romantic context. This put further career constraints on non-white performers. Mexican, Spanish, and South or Central Americans, were generally exempt, however, because they were considered white in the official US census, despite the discrimination they, along with many immigrants from some countries of Europe, faced.


Hollywood projected an idealized image of America, often overlooking or reframing harsh realities. Many of the studio heads were eastern European immigrants who bought into the American Dream but knew nothing about the people and cultures already there. Indeed, throughout US cinema history, the contributions of many ethnic groups have been overlooked. A large portion of Hollywood’s greatest filmmakers of the golden age were not American by birth. William Wyler (The Best Years of Our Lives, Ben-Hur), Billy Wilder (Sunset Boulevard, Some Like It Hot), and Fred Zinnemann (High Noon, From Here to Eternity) were German and Polish émigrés. Michael Curtiz (Casablanca) was Hungarian, Frank Capra (It Happened One Night) was Italian, Elia Kazan (On the Waterfront) was a Turkish-born Greek American immigrant. Famed cameraman James Wong Howe immigrated from China, and Anna May Wong was the first American-born Chinese film star. Sessue Hayakawa was the first Japanese émigré film star in Hollywood.


Oscar Micheaux was a pioneering African American filmmaker who, along with hundreds of performers, could showcase his talents only on restricted screens. Native Americans played a considerable role in Hollywood westerns but were relegated to background parts while Euro-American stars played the leading Indigenous roles. Additionally, Indigenous people were routinely portrayed unrealistically—often as savages who threatened the white world. Similarly, many well-known screen actors and actresses changed their names to match the screen images created by the Hollywood dream factories and to distance themselves from their ethnicities. Margarita Cansino was transformed into Rita Hayworth, Julius Garfinkle was changed to John Garfield, and Luis Alonso attained fame as Gilbert Roland. Like many others, Latinos and Latinas were often forced to shed their ethnic identities to succeed in Hollywood. There just weren’t very many parts for Latins playing Latins.


In addition to the dialogue-free background roles that provided films with atmosphere, Mexican Americans living in and around Los Angeles were called upon to portray Arabs, Jews, Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans in such features as D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916), Raoul Walsh’s The Thief of Bagdad (1924), and the Rudolph Valentino vehicles The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921), The Sheik (1921), and Blood and Sand (1922).


When Douglas Fairbanks had difficulty finding extras for Arab roles in his Thief of Bagdad, director Raoul Walsh suggested going to the Mexican area of Los Angeles on a recruiting mission: “A dark-faced Mexican with a head-rag hiding everything except his eyes and nose and mouth will pass for an Arab any time.”1


But even in this era, a few Latinos occasionally made it to the forefront of the industry as actors, directors, cinematographers, and other behind-the-scenes artists and craftsmen. Frank Padilla and Harry Vallejo (Tarzan of the Apes, 1918) were noted silent film cameramen, and Alan Garcia was a casting aide to Charlie Chaplin.
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Myrtle Gonzalez, born in Los Angeles, appeared in more than eighty films between 1913 and 1917 and was one of Hollywood’s first Latina film heroines.


Meanwhile, Beatriz Michelena and Myrtle Gonzalez were among the first leading ladies of the silent screen. Born in New York City of Spanish descent, Michelena was an opera singer and stage actress who eventually starred in and produced her own films. From 1913 to 1920, she was the box-office star attraction for the California Motion Picture Company of San Francisco. One of Michelena’s most popular and successful films was Salomy Jane (1914), from a novella by celebrated California writer Bret Harte. Michelena played various leading characters in melodramas, but in spite of getting her start in the operatic theatrical tradition, she never created a larger-than-life screen persona. She served as an early role model to other rising stars of the time who took control of their images and careers, such as Theda Bara, “The Vamp.”


Gonzalez was born in Los Angeles and studied voice and music. With her captivating eyes and enchanting smile, she was soon discovered and became an action heroine in outdoor adventures, many of which featured women in the leading roles. From 1913 to 1917, Gonzalez received star billing in eighty Vitagraph and Universal Pictures film shorts and features, including The Heart of Bonita (1916), The Sage-Brush Gal (1914), and Captain Alvarez (1914). Her career was tragically cut short at twenty-seven, when she fell ill and died in the devastating 1918 influenza pandemic.


Back when the motion picture industry was still open, there were no unions or craft disciplines, and opportunities were available to anyone who could do the job. Latins have been a vital part of the industry since this era. As the different production film entities out West in Hollywood grew larger, consolidated, and gradually unionized, social hierarchy and pressures took a stronger hold in the Hollywood community and industry that initially allowed regular—albeit restricted—opportunities for employment in the movies.
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Gilbert Roland is accompanied by Dolores del Rio to the 1939 Hollywood premiere of Juarez in which Roland has an important role as Colonel Lopez.

















CHAPTER 
-2-



Matinee Idols, Latin Lovers, and Dancing Señoritas


An exceptional constellation of talented young Latin artists overcame geographical and metaphorical barriers at a remarkable time in history. Their journeys, individually and collectively, helped create and continue to transform the art and industry of Hollywood movies. They were pioneers.


When they began they were as young as the artistic and business universe they helped build. They were unique individuals, and their legacies remain a part of motion picture fact and lore. Antonio Moreno, Ramon Novarro, Dolores del Rio, Gilbert Roland, and Lupe Velez crossed oceans and international borders from their countries of origin, Spain and Mexico, to meet and thrive in Hollywood. With determination and a bit of luck they left their mark on both silent and sound movies. They navigated their way along pathways of bias and ignorance to build long and successful careers.


Over time they earned enormous sums of money and enjoyed the glamorous Hollywood lifestyle as well as the adoration of movie fans the world over. As international celebrities, they lived in a bubble; sometimes for the better, occasionally for worse. They adapted to changes in culture and technology as others fell out of the race. Among the most significant of shifts was the transition from silent to sound cinema that took place from 1926 to 1930. The Jazz Singer (1927), with synchronized song and dialogue, ushered in the era of sound, which took off in leaps and bounds. Whereas voices never mattered before, suddenly actors with accented English faced limitations. Dolores del Rio did not even speak English at the time, but she was a quick study. A new star system emerged from audiences’ vocal identification with certain screen individuals and types. Tenacity, talent, and perseverance characterized the individuals who triumphed over the microphone.
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Poster art of Antonio Moreno starring in The Veiled Mystery (1920).


Antonio Moreno was a determined streetwise kid from Spain. Ramon Novarro, though a major star, succumbed to his inner turmoil. Dolores del Rio’s ethereal beauty complemented her talent, and she empowered herself outside of Hollywood in the Mexican film industry. Gilbert Roland never forgot he was Luis Alonso, and the outrageous Lupe Velez was true to who she was and lived her life like a modern rock star. The pioneering work of these Latin performers set the stage for many talented men and women to come, artists such as the inimitable Rita Hayworth.
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ANTONIO MORENO


Moreno emerged as the screen’s first major Hispanic star in a Hollywood career that spanned almost five decades, from 1912 to his last important film appearance in director John Ford’s The Searchers in 1956. He was born Antonio Garrido Monteagudo


in Barcelona, Spain. His father died at a young age and Antonio found himself a street urchin who had to rely on his wits and resourcefulness to survive, and he worked guiding tourists. With the help of US sponsors, he immigrated at age fourteen and went to school in Massachusetts. Moreno developed a passion for stage acting. After high school graduation, he joined a traveling theater troupe, winning the part of a young Spanish prince. It was a role that suited him to perfection, and the play Two Women made it to Broadway. Antonio Moreno was on his way.


Upon the advice of his acting colleagues, he tried his hand at “pictures,” as movies were universally called then. He had the right photogenic look, and his Spanish accent would not be an impediment in silent movies. He landed minor roles in short films at the Biograph Company, located at the time in the Bronx. He can be seen as an extra in D. W. Griffith’s The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912) and An Unseen Enemy (1912), which marked the film debut of soon-to-be screen stars Dorothy and Lillian Gish.


With his handsome features and strong physical carriage, leading roles soon followed for Moreno, often credited on screen as Anthony Moreno in his early films. Women swooned over his first screen appearance in The Voice of Millions (1912). After performing with such leading ladies as Mary Pickford, Blanche Sweet, and Dorothy and Lillian Gish, he migrated to Vitagraph Studios, where he became one of its more prominent stars. He then joined Pathe Pictures and costarred as a hero with Irene Castle and, most famously, with Pearl White in The Perils of Pauline (1914). While the film serial was short on action, it was smothered in melodramatic sentimentality.


Moving picture serials, or “chapter plays” comprised twelve to fifteen episodes, each fifteen to twenty minutes in duration, designed to screen each successive week at a theater. Each chapter play would end with a hero or heroine in a precarious situation with little apparent chance of escape. Thus, the cliffhanger was born. Movie audiences were eager to return each week to see the problem resolved and to follow the continuing storyline. Moreno appeared in so many serials that he was dubbed the “king of the cliffhangers.”
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Greta Garbo and Antonio Moreno in The Temptress (1926).


John Rance, Gentleman (1914) was a twenty-minute featurette in which Moreno portrayed a sea captain seduced and then abandoned by a wealthy married woman played by Norma Talmadge. His more notable films include The Spanish Dancer (1923), one of the first photographed by famed Chinese American cameraman James Wong Howe, and The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (1923).


Moreno was called a Latin lover during the craze set off by Rudolph Valentino, primarily because of his name and background; it had little to do with the parts he played. A list of his screen characters reveals overwhelmingly non-Hispanic names such as Cyrus Waltham, Ulysses Farragut, and Charles Adams, his Caucasian roles far outnumbering his Latin characters.


Moreno costarred opposite the already legendary Swedish MGM star Greta Garbo in her second silent US film, The Temptress (1926), in which she plays a woman who preys on men who cannot resist her charms. Moreno also starred with Clara Bow—better known as the “It” Girl—in the film that made her a household name, It (1927), a star vehicle with two appealing leads. In the film, a department store salesgirl, Betty Lou (Bow), sets her sights on her boss, Cyrus T. Waltham (Moreno), wins his heart, and then almost loses him. “Hot socks! The new boss!” exclaims a salesclerk when the leading man enters the scene. “Sweet Santa Claus, give me him,” sighs Betty Lou.


Moreno successfully transitioned to sound films in the early 1930s but not as a leading man. Gradually, he sank in the ranks as a supporting player and character actor. Forever resourceful, he sought new opportunities wherever they were presented. Because the attraction and mystique of Hollywood films spread worldwide, including to Latin America, during the transition, he starred in many Spanish-language versions of Hollywood films (MGM’s The Bad Man / El hombre malo, The Big House / El presidio) and turned to directing. He went to Mexico and directed the first popular Mexican sound feature film, Santa (1932), starring Mexican actress Lupita Tovar, fresh from her success in the Spanish-language version of Universal’s Dracula (1931). Moreno brought nearly twenty years of formative Hollywood filmmaking experience to his direction of Santa. The film—whose title means “saint,” or “holy,” in Spanish—is a melodrama about an innocent Mexican country girl (Tovar) who is seduced and abandoned by a soldier named Marcelino (played by Donald Reed, an Argentine actor who worked in Mexico and Hollywood). Alone and desperate, Santa’s life begins to unravel, and she takes to prostitution to survive. Santa’s success in Mexico and throughout Latin America helped to establish the Mexican film industry. Moreno would go on to direct four feature films, both in Mexico and in Hollywood.


The multi-talented Moreno remained an influential figure in the pantheon of Latino actors. Years later, he coached Mexican actress Katy Jurado for her acclaimed Hollywood film debut in High Noon (1952). She portrayed Helen Ramirez, the strong-willed saloon keeper and former lover of Gary Cooper’s Marshall Will Kane. Since, unbeknownst to director Fred Zinnemann and producer Stanley Kramer when they hired her for the Oscar-winning film, she did not speak a word of English, Moreno secretly helped her learn her dialogue phonetically.


As he matured, Moreno became a much in-demand supporting actor, with his distinguished silver fox looks and distinctive Spanish-accented voice. He appeared in such notable films as Seven Sinners (1940), alongside Marlene Dietrich and John Wayne, and Captain from Castille (1947)—an epic production filmed in Mexico—as Francisco De Vargas, the aristocratic Spanish father of Pedro De Vargas (played by Tyrone Power).


Crisis (1950), starring Cary Grant, reunited Moreno on screen with his silent film contemporaries Ramon Novarro and Gilbert Roland. Set in an unnamed South American country on the verge of revolution, Crisis features Grant as a brain surgeon facing a moral crisis when he performs a delicate operation to save the life of a brutal dictator, played by José Ferrer. Moreno made the most of his minor role as the dictator’s personal physician.
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Antonio Moreno portrait, circa 1950, in his mature years as a supporting character actor.


In Universal’s horror classic Creature from the Black Lagoon (1954), Moreno portrays Dr. Carl Mala, a member of the scientific exploration team that sets out to find the rest of a fossilized skeleton in the Amazon rain forest. The team discovers a humanoid fish creature. The mystery and terror are set in motion. Shot in 3D, the film was a box-office hit whose popularity endures among horror fans, inspiring Mexican director Guillermo del Toro’s Oscar-winning The Shape of Water (2017).


In John Ford’s influential western The Searchers, Moreno portrayed the Mexican vaquero Emilio Figueroa, who leads John Wayne’s Ethan Edwards to find Chief Scar and ultimately his abducted niece. The actor’s last film appearance was a cameo in the seldom-seen low-budget Catch Me If You Can (1959), which was shot in Cuba and starred Gilbert Roland. Moreno died in 1967 in his Beverly Hills home, leaving an enduring legacy through his distinguished image and diverse body of work as the first male Latin film star in Hollywood.
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RAMON NOVARRO


In a 1958 interview with George Pratt at the Eastman House, Ramon Novarro related what director F. W. Murnau told him at the height of his popularity: “Your value is you being you the way you are. Later on, you can become a great actor.”


Mexican-born Novarro was one of the great leading men and top box-office stars of the silent and early sound films of the 1920s and 1930s. His winning screen persona was easygoing, exuberant, and boyishly handsome. As a Latin actor who was also gay, this icon broke numerous barriers. Although his homosexuality was zealously hidden from the filmgoing public by the big studios, it was an open secret in Hollywood. The actor had a long-term live-in relationship with journalist Herbert Howe, who later became his publicist. He was sold to the public as a great lover of women, when the reality was in sharp contrast with the screen figure.


Novarro was born José Ramón Gil Samaniego in Durango, Mexico, the eldest of eight children. His father was a dentist who provided a comfortable living, and young Ramón received music and singing lessons. The Samaniegos were aristocratic, prospering under the thirty-year rule of Porfirio Díaz, but found themselves in opposition to Pancho Villa. The family fled to Los Angeles, California, to escape the Mexican Revolution in 1914.


In Los Angeles, Ramón took any job he could find to help support the family. Work as a singing waiter led to an offer to tour the vaudeville circuit as a singer and dancer. Upon returning to Los Angeles, he worked as a nude model at an art school and as an extra in silent pictures. He played a bit role as a Mexican bandit in the western The Jaguar’s Claws (1917), and appeared as an extra in The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the film that made Rudolph Valentino a screen idol. The Italian star’s rise marked the first time a darkly exotic foreigner would become both hero and sex symbol. Thus, the “Latin lover” screen image took hold and altered Hollywood’s idea of a leading man.


Having made friends with Apocalypse director Rex Ingram, Novarro was groomed for stardom under the filmmaker’s mentorship. Ingram cast Novarro in The Prisoner of Zenda (1922), in which he portrayed the evil-minded Rupert. At first, Ingram thought Novarro too short and too young for the role. He had Novarro grow a mustache and a goatee, and the aspiring actor learned to comfortably wear a monocle for a more mature look. He was screen-tested several times and finally landed the role opposite Alice Terry, who later became Ingram’s wife and Novarro’s lifelong friend, starring with him in five major films. Zenda was a smash hit and brought Novarro (billed as Ramon Samaniego) his first taste of critical praise and recognition. Producer Samuel Goldwyn wanted to sign him, but out of loyalty, Novarro signed a personal two-year contract with Ingram for much less money.
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Francis X. Bushman as Messala and Ramon Novarro as Judah Ben-Hur face off before the memorable chariot race in Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ (1925).


After Ingram changed his name to Novarro, the actor made quite an impression in Where the Pavement Ends (1923), spending most of the movie near naked, wearing only a loincloth, in the role of a native boy in love with a missionary’s daughter. The tropical romance, filmed on location in Florida and Cuba, was a popular personal success for the rising star. Novarro worked again with Ingram and Terry in Scaramouche (1923), the screen adaptation of Rafael Sabatini’s seventeenth-century swashbuckling novel. His next film, The Red Lily (1924), about an ill-fated Parisian love affair, was directed by Fred Niblo, who would be a pivotal force in Novarro’s major career triumph, Ben-Hur (1925). Valentino’s success in The Sheik prompted Novarro, Ingram, and Terry to make a similarly themed Arabian adventure romance, The Arab (1924), in which Novarro portrays the son of a Bedouin chieftain who falls in love with a missionary’s daughter. Because he fit the part, Novarro was soon regarded the next Rudolph Valentino, which took on more resonance when Valentino unexpectedly died in 1926.


Although often compared, the two actors were actually very different in appearance. Valentino was dark, tall, and muscular with a strong profile. Novarro was of medium height and slender, with boyish features. He resisted being typecast as the Latin lover by demonstrating versatility in his screen roles. The phenomenal success of the blockbuster epic Ben-Hur immediately catapulted Ramon Novarro to the apex of stardom in the silent era. The film also established the reputation of the new Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios as a producer of prestigious and profitable screen entertainment.


The story of a young Jewish nobleman who leads his nation against the conquering Romans, Ben-Hur was based on the novel by former Union Army general Lew Wallace in 1880. It was first turned into a popular stage play and in 1907 made into a short film. In 1922, Louis B. Mayer acquired the film rights after tough negotiations with representatives of the Wallace estate. Instead of paying the then-unheard-of asking price of $1 million dollars, Mayer agreed to pay 50 percent of the film’s eventual earnings. June Mathis, one of the few women executives in Hollywood and the screenwriter of such Valentino hits as The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and Blood and Sand, wrote the screenplay for Ben-Hur and was charged with the production. Mathis wanted to cast Valentino in the title role, but he was in a contract dispute at Paramount Pictures that made him unable to work for another studio.


George Walsh, a relative unknown, was cast as Judah Ben-Hur initially, with the well-known Francis X. Bushman as his nemesis, Messala. The massive film, unprecedented in budget, size, and scope, began production in Rome in October 1923, to shoot against authentic backgrounds and to take advantage of lower production costs. Italy had expertise in this kind of filmmaking as the local film industry produced the Italian silent epics Cabiria (1914) and Quo Vadis (1913). With the added Hollywood expertise, how could the film miss?


Ben-Hur was beset with problems from the start. Production began without a completed script. After a year, unsatisfactory footage and escalating costs forced Louis B. Mayer and his production head Irving Thalberg to halt filming. During this time, a studio merger took place between Metro and Goldwyn, combining with Louis B. Mayer to form Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. MGM decided to replace key vital personnel such as its unimpressive lead actor, Walsh, and director Charles Brabin. Fred Niblo was selected to take over the directorial duties and a new leading actor was sought. The studio strongly considered rising star Novarro and established leading man John Gilbert. Novarro won out because of his youth, easygoing manner (which would be tested in Italy), and athletic ability. The actor was called to Thalberg’s office, told he won the role, and put on a train to New York the following day to board the next ship to Europe. This was done secretly. Niblo was not told he was getting a new star until Novarro arrived in Italy.


Under Niblo’s direction, the production resumed slowly, and the footage looked much better. There were still occasional mishaps on the set. Novarro, nearly naked in a galley slave sequence, had to sit on a raft on an unseasonably cold Mediterranean Sea for several days, and he was singed by fire during a sea battle sequence. The actor was almost accidentally killed when, during a training run, a chariot crashed into him. Luckily, he escaped unhurt, but he felt the weight of the massive production.


To complicate matters even further, Italy’s dictator, Benito Mussolini, fostered political animosity among the Italian crew, resulting in more production delays. Mayer arrived in Italy soon after to supervise the new team himself; not liking what he saw, he ordered Ben-Hur to be completed at the MGM studios in Culver City. Back on US shores, Mayer told the press, “Novarro is a marvel. He will knock them cuckoo. I cannot say enough for him. He has enchanted me.”2


Production went more smoothly on home ground, but sets had to be rebuilt and scenes reshot (1925). A massive set for the Circus Maximus chariot race was built on land near MGM. A master shot required thousands of extras in the arena, dressed in Roman attire. The studio made it a work holiday and required all studio personnel to act as extras. When Novarro, his head topped by a leather helmet, and Bushman, wearing a winged helmet, squared off in their chariots for the big race sequence, a whopping forty-two cameras were set up to capture all the angles and action. It took six weeks to film under the supervision of action/horse stunt specialist B. Reeves Eason. One of the assistant directors was William Wyler, who would later become a famed filmmaker and helm MGM’s Oscar-winning 1959 version of the tale.


When viewed today, Ben-Hur’s highlights are the sea battle, the chariot race, and Novarro. In its review, Variety proclaimed that Novarro was “made for all time by his performance.” The New York Herald-Examiner wrote, “Novarro is magnificent.”


The epic was an overwhelming critical and commercial success, and the legendary fame of Ramon Novarro will forever be tied to Ben-Hur. The triumph of the film and, in turn, of MGM is in no small measure due to the star turn of one of the Latin community’s first screen icons in one of silent cinema’s groundbreaking productions.


After Ben-Hur, most of Novarro’s films went on to be big box-office draws. The Midshipman, directed by Christy Cabanne, was his first starring role with solo, above-the-title billing. Because of Ben-Hur’s extended eighteen-month shooting schedule, Novarro in his downtime was assigned by MGM to star in and complete the contemporary drama. He portrayed Randall, a naval academy student compromised by a classmate’s sister. The role showcased Novarro at his physical and charming best, playing an all-American character without any obvious ethnic undertones. Another of his biggest hits was The Student Prince in Old Heidelberg (1927), directed by the storied Ernst Lubitsch. Novarro was excellent as a prince in love with an innkeeper’s daughter, played by Norma Shearer.






[image: image]







Ramon Novarro and Greta Garbo in Mata Hari (1931).


Novarro’s last silent picture was The Pagan (1929), a South Seas island romance directed by W. S. Van Dyke and costarring Dorothy Janis and Renée Adorée in a story about a native boy in love with the daughter of a white trader. Although without dialogue and considered a silent, the film was synchronized with sound. The highlight was Novarro singing the popular and haunting “Pagan Love Song,” by Nacio Herb Brown and Arthur Freed. The film was magnificently photographed on location in Tahiti, French Polynesia.


Devil-May-Care, directed by Sidney Franklin and released in 1929, was Novarro’s first talking film, and it helped make him America’s twelfth biggest box-office draw of the year. The musical comedy In Gay Madrid (1930) followed. In Call of the Flesh (1930), also set in Spain, a convent girl falls in love with a carefree saloon singer with operatic aspirations. She leaves the convent, and they run off together. With the coming of sound, to retain foreign markets, Hollywood produced foreign-language versions of major films, usually with different cast members, on the same sets. Novarro also starred in Spanish- and French-language versions of this film, and in both, he spoke the dialogue and sang all the songs. (Studios also made original Spanish-language features that provided opportunities for Spanish-speaking actors and performers who came from all over Latin America and Mexico.)
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Ramon Novarro in the South Seas romance The Pagan (1929).


Novarro portrayed Lt. Alexis Rosanoff in the 1931 hit Mata Hari, starring Greta Garbo as the titular exotic dancer and German spy on a mission to obtain crucial documents from a Russian general. A young and impossibly romantic Russian aviator (Novarro) falls in love with Mata Hari, but her mission is jeopardized by their romantic entanglement. An art deco visual design and elaborate costuming by Adrian highlight the film.


With the success of Mata Hari, Novarro renewed his MGM contract for three years and made four pictures in 1933. The first under his new contract, The Barbarian (1933), was a contemporary remake of The Arab in which he played an Arabian guide who falls in love with a tourist. His costar was Myrna Loy in her first leading role. The MGM publicity department spread a rumor that Novarro and Loy were romantically involved to boost interest in the film, but in her memoir Loy wrote, “It was preposterous. Ramon wasn’t even interested in the ladies.”3 Loy remembered Novarro as “A quiet gentleman whose personality was in direct contrast to his flamboyant screen roles.”


The Cat and the Fiddle (1934) paired Novarro with actress/singer Jeanette MacDonald. In the same year Laughing Boy teamed him with Mexican Hollywood star Lupe Velez as Native Americans in a film adaptation of a Pulitzer Prize–winning 1930 novel. The film is notable for being shot on location at the Navajo Nation in Arizona, although the use of actual Navajos as background players punctuated the inauthenticity of the two stars. Novarro completed his contractual tenure at MGM, and his films’ box-office returns dwindled, eventually leading him to retire from the screen and pursue other avenues. “They pigeonhole you as a romantic actor, and they are not interested in your acting ability. They are only selling a personality,” remarked Novarro in a 1958 interview. He continued, “When I finished at MGM, I was really so tired you don’t care to act or anything. You are squeezed out of everything you have, and you have no more desire to prove to them that you are able to do this or that. They continue to give you the same old tired parts.”4


In addition to pursuing his first love, music, Novarro formed his own production company and ventured into directing. He wrote, directed, and produced with his own money the Spanish-language film Contra la corriente (Against the Current, 1936)—a simple love story about two athletes at the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics. Many of his family members, who now resided with him in the city, worked on the production.


Despite moving on with his career, Novarro’s exit from the screen moved swiftly and with pernicious consequences. His lifelong conflict as a gay man with a strict Roman Catholic upbringing heightened as his career began to crumble and, finally, he took refuge in the bottle. His persistent self-doubt and alcohol dependency took a toll emotionally and physically in his later years. Financially, he didn’t have to worry since he had saved money and had invested wisely in real estate and other ventures. But the pull of the limelight was still there. He worked sporadically after leaving MGM but was largely absent from Hollywood until the late ’40s, when he reappeared as a supporting character actor. He returned to his old studio in 1950 for two films: The Outriders, a western with Joel McCrea, and Crisis, with Cary Grant and José Ferrer.


Crisis was directed by screenwriter and first-time director Richard Brooks, who was verbally abusive to Novarro, humiliating him in front of the other cast members and crew with homophobic slurs. This treatment affected Novarro’s confidence and his performance. No one said anything to Brooks until Gilbert Roland confronted the director and admonished him for his behavior. As told to the author by Roland, he said to Brooks, “You give this man all the respect. If it wasn’t for him, this studio and you would not be here today.” Brooks never said another ill word to Novarro for the rest of the filming.
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Ramon Novarro will forever be remembered as the star of the epic silent film classic Ben Hur (1925).


Partly because of this experience, Novarro steered clear of screen work until almost ten years later for Heller in Pink Tights (1960). The veteran actor had a significant supporting role in his last feature film appearance as De Leon, a villainous land baron in an unusual western starring Anthony Quinn and Sophia Loren, directed by MGM alum George Cukor.


Hollywood and press interest in Novarro revived when he attended the world premiere of the 1959 MGM remake of Ben-Hur, directed by William Wyler and starring Charlton Heston in Novarro’s role.


Nearly a decade after this high point, Novarro met a tragic end. Life in the closet and his related insecurities coalesced on a fateful night in 1968. He hired two young brothers who were known for street hustling and invited them to his mansion in the Hollywood Hills. He had hoped for an evening of debauchery, but instead the two men beat and killed him. They were eventually apprehended and stood trial. They were found guilty of murder but served only nine and ten years, respectively, of a life sentence and were paroled. It seemed to suggest that the murder of a gay man was inconsequential.
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