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George Miller


Steven Spielberg first came into my consciousness when I saw his film Duel (1971), about a man driving across America being pursued by an unseen driver in big malevolent tanker truck. I was interested in the evolution of film language and, in Steven’s work, I saw the syntax honed by the silent master Buster Keaton in his film The General (1926) and in dynamic action sequences like the chariot race in Ben-Hur (1959).


When a few years later, I made my first feature, Mad Max, I quoted an image directly from Duel. Steven, meanwhile, had gone on to astound us with Jaws, Sugarland Express, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and Raiders of the Lost Ark. It seemed to me he had an innate understanding that cinema is a series of images—pieces of time—orchestrated into visual music. As fate would have it, we met in his office at Universal after he saw Mad Max 2. He was playing with two Spaniel puppies while fielding troubled phone calls about Poltergeist, which he had written and produced but not directed. Someone arrived with a VHS tape of a trailer of another movie he had just completed. I was struck by how it promised something unique and deeply touching. The film happened to be E.T. He remarked that it was a small film he had enjoyed making and that he hoped it would find its audience. He made a couple of notes on the trailer and casually went back to the worried phone calls. When things settled down, he said that he, John Landis, and Joe Dante were about to make an anthology movie based on episodes of Rod Serling’s Twilight Zone. He invited me to join them with an additional episode. So I found myself working at the Warner Bros. Burbank studios inside the Hollywood system.


In the company of like-minded filmmakers, I felt completely at home. I had the good fortune to work with the crew that had just completed E.T.—the wonderful cameraman Allen Daviau; his operator John Toll, also to become a great cinematographer; the polymath Garrett Brown, the Steadicam inventor; and producers Kathy Kennedy and Frank Marshall. With John Lithgow playing the lead character and Jerry Goldsmith composing the score, I was in movie-maker paradise. When I had finished shooting my episode, the crew went on to shoot Steven’s. It happened that his wife was due to give birth. So on the last few days of the shoot, he invited me onto his set to watch what he was up to in case he had to run off to be present at the delivery.


Film sets can be stressful. There is footage of an interview in which Stanley Kubrick says, “I believe Steven Spielberg summed it up about as profoundly as you can. He thought the most difficult and challenging thing about directing a film was getting out of the car. I’m sure you all know the feeling.” I believe he was referring to the unpredictable nature of the work ahead. Steven showed none of that. I saw someone completely at ease in the intense, sometimes chaotic milieu of the set. Knowing precisely what was required of the camera, the cast, the lighting, and all else that goes into the making of a scene. He was focused, calm, creatively agile, and never insisted on his status. If you know the African American fable of Brer Rabbit, Steven Spielberg on a movie set was like Brer Rabbit in the briar patch.


In the end, the production of the Twilight Zone was struck by a most horrific tragedy. While we shot at Warner, John Landis was shooting his story on the Universal backlot. The last shot of the sequence was set at night. The lead actor, Vic Morrow, was running through a swamp being chased by a helicopter. He was holding two child actors when the helicopter crashed onto them. The three died instantly. As things happen, one year later, almost to the day, my producing partner Byron Kennedy was killed in a helicopter crash while on a routine flight.


In time, Steven inadvertently had another big influence on me. I had read a children’s book by a farmer, Dick King Smith. It was about a talking pig named Babe. I felt strongly that the best way to render this particular story was as live action with real animals. We had to wait a few years for the digital dispensation and CGI to make the animals talk. Once again Steven led the way. Universal Studios was about to release Jurassic Park (1993) and knew how epochal this new technological shift could be, so they were happy to greenlight Babe (1995) when other, less aware studio heads were reluctant. To be successful, one needs confidence. To be great, one needs to be humble. Steven’s humility is evidenced by his unflagging curiosity. Most, having accomplished his body of work, might have succumbed to hubris and, claiming mastery, foreclosed on further learning. But Steven has a virtuous habit. He tries to apprehend why something works rather than point out why it doesn’t. Finding the blemishes, seeing why something doesn’t work, can be useful. But it is far more difficult to recognize and articulate why something works comprehensively. Steven is still hungry for that understanding.


This, along with all else, keeps giving humankind the gift of Spielberg movies.















Steven Before Spielberg 1946–1968



“I can always trace a movie idea back to my childhood.”1
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Steven Spielberg


PROLOGUE


February 1945: In Cincinnati, Ohio, Arnold Spielberg and Leah Posner, two Cincinnati natives from Jewish families with Ukrainian, Russian, and Polish roots, were married. Arnold served as a radio operator during the fighting against the Japanese in British India, then as a communications officer for the 290th Bomber Squadron. After running a few B-25 missions in Burma, he stayed on the ground most of the time and used his outstanding radio and electronic skills. He ended the war at Wright Field in Ohio.


August 1945: On the 6th and 9th, respectively, two American atomic bombs annihilated the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Japan surrendered on the 15th.


Second World War: 1941 (1979), Empire of the Sun (1987), Saving Private Ryan (1998), the miniseries Band of Brothers (2001), the documentary miniseries Five Came Back (Laurent Bouzereau, 2017)


Bomber: “The Mission” (episode from Amazing Stories, 1985), Empire of the Sun, Always (1989)


Radio Transmission: E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982)


Atomic Bomb: Empire of the Sun, Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008), Bridge of Spies (2015)


December 18, 1946


Steven Allan Spielberg came into the world at 4:16 p.m. at the Cincinnati Jewish Hospital. The Spielberg family lived in an apartment at 817 Lexington Avenue, in the Jewish community of the Avondale neighborhood of Cincinnati.


As an avid reader of the magazine Amazing Stories, and an inveterate handyman, Arnold Spielberg discovered a passion for the radio between the ages of nine and ten. He would be the inspiration for a large number of inventor characters and gadget and high-tech enthusiasts in his son’s films (The Goonies, Gremlins, Back to the Future, etc.). When he was demobilized, Arnold enrolled at university and worked for a company making televisions.


Leah graduated in domestic science at the University of Cincinnati. As a music conservatory trained pianist, she abandoned her ambitions to become a concert pianist in order to bring up her children. Three daughters followed Steven: Anne, on December 25, 1949; Sue, on December 4, 1953; and Nancy, on June 7, 1956.


From an early age, Steven Spielberg was immersed in stories of the Jewish genocide. The Avondale neighborhood was home to many survivors of the “Great Murder,”2 as they called the Holocaust. During a visit to his maternal grandmother Jenny Posner’s home, Steven had one of his first confrontations with the horrifying breadth of the atrocities committed during World War II when a survivor of Auschwitz showed him the serial number that had been tattooed on his arm at the camp.


Ohio: Ready Player One (2018)


Inventors and Scientists: Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Back to the Future (Robert Zemeckis, 1985), Jurassic Park (1993), A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001), Minority Report (2002), Ready Player One


Shoah: Schindler’s List (1993), War of the Worlds (2005)


December 18, 1947


For a long time, this was the date of birth claimed by Steven Spielberg, which was also cited in all articles and books about him. It even appears on his driver’s license. This one-year subtraction to his age contributes to his legend: that of the director who got his first contract with a studio (Universal), in 1968, before his twenty-first birthday (at the time, the age of majority in California). The secret of Spielberg’s real age was ultimately revealed in the press in 1995.


1949


The Spielberg household acquired a DuMont television set. Fascinated by the set, Steven would have to conform, over the years, to what his parents allowed him to watch (comedian Sid Caesar’s shows) and what they forbid him to watch (TV series Dragnet or M Squad).


Television Set: Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Poltergeist (Tobe Hooper, 1982), E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, The Terminal (2004), Munich (2005), The Fabelmans (2022)


June 1949


Having just graduated from the University of Cincinnati with a degree in electronic engineering, Arnold Spielberg was hired at RCA in Camden, New Jersey. His work led him to become involved in the design of one of the first American computers, the RCA BIZMAC.


The Spielberg family moved from Ohio to Camden, where they lived at 219 South 29th Street. This first move was not a good experience for the two-and-a-half-year-old Steven. The moves that followed would only amplify his feeling of being uprooted and abandoned.


New Jersey: War of the Worlds, A.I. Artificial Intelligence, filming of West Side Story (2021), The Fabelmans


Moving House: Catch Me If You Can (2002)


January 10, 1952


Cecil B. DeMille’s The Greatest Show on Earth is released in theaters. This was the first film that Steven Spielberg saw in the cinema, with his father, at the Westmont Theater in Haddon Township. Although he was disappointed not to be attending a real circus show, the film’s scenes featuring a train crash, lions, and Jimmy Stewart dressed as a clown nevertheless made an impression on young Spielberg. He asked his father to buy him some electric trains so he could re-create the crash sequence from the film. Exhausted by constantly having the trains repaired, Arnold Spielberg eventually demanded that his son stop re-creating the scene.


Circus: Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989)


Electric Train Set: Close Encounters of the Third Kind, E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, “Ghost Train” (episode from Amazing Stories, 1985), The Fabelmans


August 1952


The Spielbergs move to Haddon Township, a suburb of Camden whose residents use the name of the neighboring town of Haddonfield as their mailing address, resulting in a recurring confusion in articles about Steven Spielberg’s childhood.


This first foray into life in the suburbs, with a much less communal atmosphere, was accompanied by a confrontation with anti-Semitism.


On family outings to Philadelphia, young Spielberg discovers a fascination with the dinosaur skeletons at the Academy of Natural Sciences, and with the old steam trains on display at the Franklin Institute.


Steven is known in the neighborhood for his lively temperament. At night, in his bed, he imagines monsters in the shadows cast by a tree in his room, and scares himself with shadow puppets he creates with a bare light bulb.


Dinosaurs: The Land Before Time (Don Bluth, 1988); Jurassic Park; The Lost World: Jurassic Park (1997)


Trees: E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, A.I. Artificial Intelligence, The BFG (2016)


December 1952–February 1957


At school, Steven fell significantly behind in his learning. Mocked and withdrawn, he began to associate with students like himself who were a little on the fringes. It was not until the late 1990s that Steven realized the source of his academic problems: He was dyslexic.


Spielberg attended Hebrew school at Temple Beth Shalom. In his neighborhood of mostly Christian families, Steven felt different and gradually detached himself from his Jewish heritage, asking his parents to decorate the house for Christmas so that they could be like other families.


Outsiders: “The Private World of Martin Dalton” (episode from The Psychiatrist, 1971), The Sugarland Express (1974), The Color Purple (1985), The Goonies (Richard Donner, 1985), An American Tail (Don Bluth, 1986), A.I. Artificial Intelligence, Catch Me If You Can, The Terminal, The BFG, West Side Story


Christmas: Gremlins (Joe Dante, 1984), Catch Me If You Can, The Fabelmans


1953 or 1954


At around seven or eight years old, Steven Spielberg discovered the Walt Disney version of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (David Hand, 1937). He was terrified and marked forever. The Thing (1972) and Minority Report (2002) reproduce the scene where Snow White, panic-stricken, is clutched and tormented by trees of the forest.


Steven Spielberg’s class visits the site of the discovery, in 1858, of the first complete dinosaur skeleton in North America (a hadrosaurus).


Snow White in the Cinema: Gremlins


1955


Arnold Spielberg joins General Electric to work on computer design in Schenectady, New York. He stays at a local YMCA during the week and is reunited with his family at weekends.


1957


One night, Arnold wakes up his son and takes him to the middle of a field to watch a meteor shower. This moment was Spielberg’s inspiration for the shooting star images that appear in many of his films.


February 6, 1957


For her husband’s birthday, Leah Spielberg gives him a Kodak Brownie 8 mm camera. Young Steven uses this camera to return to his obsession: the train collision in The Greatest Show on Earth. He refilms the sequence by turning the camera around to frame his two trains. The camera enables him to watch the accident over and over again without breaking his toys. This is his first short film, The Last Train Wreck (3 minutes).


Train Crash: Super 8 (J. J. Abrams, 2011); “Ghost Train,” an episode from Amazing Stories


February 1957


The Spielbergs move to Arizona, where Arnold is in charge of setting up an “industrial computer”3 branch of General Electric.


After four months in an apartment in West Phoenix, the family moves to Scottsdale, to the Arcadia neighborhood at 3443 North 49th Street, an undeveloped area overlooking the desert. They experience typical American suburbia, where conformity competes with monotony. The Spielbergs are the only local Jews and are once again confronted with anti-Semitism.


As he tries to find his bearings, young Steven Spielberg clings to the unifying images conveyed by Norman Rockwell’s front-page illustrations for the Saturday Evening Post, where the home is seen as a refuge.


Over the years, Steven harbors resentment toward his absent father, who is too absorbed in his work. But Arnold is also the parent who invents all sorts of stories and characters to help his children drift off to sleep. Spielberg spends his youth terrorizing his sisters. He dresses up, concocts macabre scenes, and tells them horror stories.


Suburbia: Duel (1971), Close Encounters of the Third Kind, Poltergeist, War of the Worlds, The Fabelmans


Norman Rockwell: the Freedom from Fear painting (1943) reproduced in Empire of the Sun, The Problem We All Live With (1964) in Schindler’s List, Triple Self-Portrait (1960) in Bridge of Spies, The Holdout (1959) in The Post (2017)


1957–1961


As a student at Ingleside Elementary School, Spielberg continues to have a painful time dealing with formal education. He particularly hates mathematics, to the great displeasure of his father. For a long time, his father was disappointed that his son did not follow him into a technical/scientific career path.


As a clarinet player, Steven joins the school orchestra. He performs at various local events.


He first saw archival footage of Nazi atrocities in the 1956 NBC documentary The Twisted Cross, which he watched at school.


School: “Eulogy for a Wide Receiver” (episode from Owen Marshall, Counselor at Law, 1971), “The Daredevil Gesture” (episode from Marcus Welby, M.D., 1970) E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, Back to the Future, Catch Me If You Can, Bridge of Spies, The Fabelmans


1958


Steven Spielberg is a member of the Ingleside Boy Scouts. Unlike his experiences at school, he thrives there, winning the admiration of his fellow students for his ability to lead campfire parties. Determined to reach the rank of Eagle Scout, the highest in the organization’s hierarchy, he must produce a kind of photo novel. Arnold Spielberg suggests instead that he make a film with their 8 mm camera. Steven Spielberg then shoots a western heist scene, The Last Gunfight. He does indeed become an Eagle Scout.


That same year, he hooked Thunder, the family dog, to a cart with a camera running on it. Steven left the dog to its wanderings before recovering the camera and watching what was captured. The result is the short film A Day in the Life of Thunder (8 mm).


Scout: Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade


Western: Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Back to the Future III (Robert Zemeckis, 1990), Arkansas (abandoned project)


January 9, 1960


Spielberg has his bar mitzvah at the synagogue of the orthodox congregation Beth Hebrew. The party continued at home where Steven, who was disdainful of the event and feeling boisterous as ever, climbed onto the roof to throw oranges.


Mid-1960


As part of a US-USSR exchange program, Arnold (who spoke Russian) joins a group of five engineers sent to Moscow. A few weeks before his arrival, an American U2 spy plane was shot down over the Urals and its pilot, Francis Gary Powers, taken prisoner. Arnold is able to see the wreckage of the plane and Powers’s outfit on public display. He brings back pictures of it to his son.


Francis Gary Powers: Bridge of Spies


Summer 1960


Steven Spielberg sees Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho in a Scottsdale drive-in. He particularly remembers the power of suggestion of the film, where the horror emerges although we see nothing specifically shocking on the screen.


Steven also sees Irwin Allen’s The Lost World in a Phoenix cinema with his buddies. They have prepared a concoction imitating vomit, which they pour from the balconies. The chaos is such that the screening is interrupted.


Steven Spielberg spends all his Saturdays at the movies: He consumes Westerns, adventure films, monster movies, and serials from the 1930s to 1940s, including Commander Cody, Spy Smasher, and Zorro Rides Again (1937).


Serials: Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981)


Naughty Kids: The Sugarland Express, Gremlins, The Goonies, Hook (1991)


September 1961–March 1964


In the eighth grade, as part of a project that was supposed to demonstrate his intended profession, Steven Spielberg shoots a western and makes his ambitions clear: “I am going to direct and produce movies.”4


Spielberg eventually enrolls at Arcadia High School. While there, he makes an 8 mm film of a play staged at the high school, Scary Hollow.


His next project is much more ambitious than the previous ones. Fighter Squad is a fifteen-minute film about aerial combat. Steven uses archival footage from World War II in 8 mm, and with an authorization obtained by his father, he films in the cockpit of a real P-51 fighter plane parked at Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix. The actors are, as always, his friends and himself (in the role of a German). Arnold Spielberg builds a fake cockpit in the yard of the house to complete the scenes.


Steven Spielberg starts to hold regular screenings at his house for a fee of twenty-five cents. His sisters run the candy and drink stand.


Tensions between his mother and father escalate. Two parallel lives are established. Steven takes refuge in his room or at the movies. He often pretends to be sick so he can skip school and work on his films instead.


Aerial Combat: 1941, “The Mission” (episode from Amazing Stories), Empire of the Sun, War of the Worlds, Ace Eli and Rodger of the Skies (John Erman, 1973)


1962


A new war film, Escape to Nowhere (40 minutes), shot in 8 mm and in color, was supposed to take place “somewhere in East Africa,”5 as is indicated on the box it was stored in. Steven Spielberg filmed in the arid landscapes not too far from his home, with a jeep that his father brought back from an army surplus, and with fake German helmets. The film wins a prize at the Canyon Films Festival, which was dedicated to amateur films, and its filmmaker wins a Kodak 16 mm camera. On the advice of his father, he exchanged the camera for a Bolex H8 8 mm, whose film was cheaper to develop. He then bought a Bolex Sonorizer to add sound to his films.


Summer 1962


Steven Spielberg makes his first visit to a film studio when he goes to Warner Bros. in Burbank. With the other tourists, he attends the preparation of a scene of PT 109 (1963), recounting the war years of John F. Kennedy. The filming takes place on enormous Soundstage 16.


Warner Bros., Soundstage 16: 1941, Jurassic Park, The Goonies


The War in the Pacific: 1941, Empire of the Sun, Flags of Our Fathers (Clint Eastwood, 2006), the miniseries The Pacific (2010)


July 19, 1962


The Arizona Republic features an article on four ticketed screenings of Davy Crockett, King of the Wild Frontier (1955) hosted by Steven Spielberg at his home. The proceeds go to the Perry Institute, a center for disabled children. Arnold Spielberg came up with the idea, refusing to let his son earn money from films for which he did not own the exhibition rights.


October 1962


The Cuban missile crisis takes place. The impending threat of a nuclear war between the US and the USSR never felt so tangible. Federal Civil Defense Administration films on radioactive fallout are shown in school. The Spielberg parents return from a party to discover that their son, overcome by generalized paranoia, has filled bathtubs, sinks, and an inflatable pool to create a reserve of uncontaminated water.


Cold War: Bridge of Spies, Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull


January 31, 1963


Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean), released at the end of 1962 in the United States, is playing at the Palms Theater in Phoenix. Steven Spielberg saw it in the first week of its release. He left the screening in a state of near-shock.


May 1, 1963


On the front page of the Scottsdale Daily Progress, an article entitled “At 16, He Makes his Own Movies”6 is dedicated to budding filmmaker Steven Spielberg.


Autumn 1963–Early 1964


Steven Spielberg takes advantage of a long weekend to visit Universal Studios in the Hollywood Hills. Thanks to a friend of his father’s, he was welcomed by Chuck Silvers, an assistant in the editorial department of Universal Television. Silvers showed Steven the editing rooms and walked around with him, learning that the teenager was making amateur films.


September 1963


Arnold Spielberg leaves General Electric for a senior position at IBM in San Jose, California.


October 1963


Steven stars as Ray Gammar in A Journey to the Unknown, an amateur film shot by another aspiring Phoenix-based filmmaker, Ernest G. Sauer. The film is shown in a local cinema. In the program notes, Steven Spielberg states that he plans to be a motion picture producer with Universal International.8


March 24, 1964


First recognition: The Little Theater in Phoenix shows Steven Spielberg’s latest film, Firelight. With an exceptional length of two hours and fifteen minutes, this first feature film took up all the teenager’s weekends for a year and prefigured Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), including special effects. His sister Nancy plays the role of a little girl abducted by aliens. The rest of the cast is made up of students from Arcadia High School. Steven Spielberg also composed the music on the clarinet and had it performed by the high school orchestra. The film cost $600 to make ($5,744 in 2023 dollars). The filmmaker appeared on The Wallace and Ladmo Show, a popular youth program on local television station KPHO-TV.


Aliens: Night Skies (an unfilmed screenplay, 1980), Close Encounters of the Third Kind, E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, War of the Worlds


March 25, 1964


The Spielbergs follow Arnold to California. They first live in Los Gatos, south of San Jose. Steven Spielberg is said to have received his call-up for military service in 1964 while queuing to see Doctor Strangelove (Stanley Kubrick, 1964) in front of a San Jose cinema. It was to avoid the army and a trip to Vietnam that he decided to go to college.


Vietnam War: The Post; The Twilight Zone, segment “Ray” (John Landis, 1985)


Summer 1964


The Spielbergs move to a suburban area of Saratoga at 21143 Sarahills Drive. Chuck Silvers finds Steven Spielberg an unpaid assistant job in his offices in the editorial department of Universal Studios, where his colleague Julie Raymond is in charge of relations with contractors and subcontractors. The aspiring filmmaker performs all sorts of menial tasks (phone calls, errands, etc.), which gives him the opportunity to hang out everywhere, to attend the shooting of various television series (the shooting of feature films was monitored by security guards), and to observe film technicians at work.


Filming Location: The Thing, Savage (1973), The Fabelmans


September 1964–June 1965


Enrolled at Saratoga High School. His name is misspelled in the school’s yearbook as “Stephen Allen Spielberg,” an indicator of his difficulty in fitting in. He describes the year he spends there as “hell on earth.”9 He is the new kid, an introvert, and also a Jew. He was bullied throughout his time there.


Although he spends his year hugging the walls, Steven Spielberg remains eager to make a name for himself. He takes journalism classes and writes sports columns for the school newspaper, the Falcon. He sometimes films games in order to write his articles.


He teams up with a student named Mike Augustine, who helps him on a three-minute short film about President John F. Kennedy. Against a sunset backdrop, the film shows a musical toy that was released during Kennedy’s campaign: a rocking chair that plays the song “Happy Days Are Here Again” as it rocks.


Bullying: Duel, The Color Purple, Back to the Future, The BFG, The Fabelmans


President of the United States: Amistad (1997), Lincoln (2012), The Post


May 1965


Spielberg shoots Senior Sneak Day, an amateur film documenting the traditional Saratoga High School field trip to celebrate the end of the school year. The day takes place at the Santa Cruz amusement park and Steven shoots picturesque skits involving his classmates. More facetiously, he makes a parody of Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds (1965), alternating images of seagulls with those of students seemingly cowering on the beach to protect themselves. On the day of the screening, expecting reprisals from the heavies who persecute him, Steven Spielberg is instead congratulated by one of them.


June 18, 1965


Steven Spielberg and has ambitions to enroll at the film department of the University of Southern California (USC) or the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) but his applications are rejected. Chuck Silvers, a lecturer at UCLA, failed to get his protégé into the film department there, and Steven eventually ends up at California State University, Long Beach, located to the south of Los Angeles.


Summer 1965


Spielberg’s parents split up. Arnold moves to the Brentwood area of Los Angeles and Steven lives with him.


Spielberg spends another summer at Universal with Chuck Silvers and Julia Raymond. He becomes known around the lot, and is notified when a shoot is about to start so that he can attend editing and dubbing sessions.


John Cassavetes spots him on the set of an episode of the anthology Bob Hope Presents the Chrysler Theatre. Aware of the young man’s ambitions, Cassavetes ends up taking him on for a few weeks as a production assistant (unpaid) on Faces (1968), which he had been directing independently since the beginning of the year.


The young Spielberg also manages to have lunch with Charlton Heston, Cary Grant, and Rock Hudson.


September 1965–January 1969


Spielberg studies humanities at California State University (Cal State), Long Beach. He also attends television production classes where he shows a degree of indifference. After living with his father for his first year of study, he moves in with a Cal State law student, Ralph Burris.


Steven Spielberg continues his visits and meetings at Universal. He tries to show his amateur work, but the people in the business will only accept 16 mm or 35 mm film, the only formats recognized as “professional.” The young man takes a job at Cal State’s university restaurant to buy 16 mm film and the camera that goes with it. The product of this was Encounter, a twenty-minute black-and-white 16 mm short film made during his third year with Long Beach students as actors.


February 1966


The university newspaper, the Forty-Niner, mentions the start of filming of The Great Race by Steven Spielberg in the campus cafeteria. It is a black-and-white comedy with sound and music.


Comedy: 1941, Catch Me If You Can, The Terminal


April 11, 1966


Leah and Arnold Spielberg begin divorce proceedings in Santa Clara County Court. Under the terms of their divorce agreement, Steven lives with his father, and his mother has custody of his three sisters. The house in Saratoga is sold and Leah Spielberg moves back to Phoenix. The final divorce is granted one year later.


Divorce: The Daredevil Gesture, E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, Catch Me If You Can, War of the Worlds, The Fabelmans


Spring 1967


With Ralph Burris, who had just dropped out of school with dreams of becoming a producer, Spielberg sets about making his first 35 mm film. His goal is to show the film to studio executives. Focused on a bicycle race and shot in Long Beach, the film is called Slipstream. The director gets some film stock from Chuck Silvers and Burris borrows $3,000 from his parents. A student, Andre Oveido, contributes $1,000. In order to rent filming equipment (Steven is still a minor), Arnold sets up a production company, Playmount Production, a literal English translation of Spielberg.10 The second camera is held by Allen Daviau, who had been a set photographer on the TV series The Monkees (1966) and created psychedelic photographic effects for Roger Corman’s The Trip, shot in March. Due to a lack of money, the shooting stops and the film remains unfinished.


Bicycle: E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, Empire of the Sun, The Fabelmans


January 19, 1968


The Third National Student Film Festival takes place at UCLA’s Royce Hall. USC film student George Lucas presents three short films, including a cutting-edge dystopian drama, Electronic Labyrinth THX 1138 4EB. Steven Spielberg is in the audience. Lucas’s film is named “Best Dramatic Film” by the jury and leaves Spielberg stunned. Spielberg goes backstage to greet the director, whom he finds in the company of Francis Ford Coppola. This was the first meeting between Spielberg and Lucas.


Dystopia: “LA 2017” (episode from The Name of the Game, 1971), A.I. Artificial Intelligence, Minority Report, Ready Player One


July 1968


Losing patience while waiting for something to happen at Universal, Steven Spielberg directs another short film in 35 mm in the Mojave Desert, called Amblin’. His sister Anne is the scriptwriter and Ralph Burris is the production manager.


Anne Spielberg: screenplay for Big (Penny Marshall, 1988) and “What If?” (episode from Amazing Stories, 1986)


September 28, 1968


A contract is signed by Steven Spielberg and producer Denis Hoffman, who finances Amblin’. This document is the source of a long dispute. It stipulates that Spielberg must shoot a feature film for Hoffman within ten years of signing. In 1977, after the success of Jaws (1975) and Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Hoffman claims his due. Spielberg’s representatives then argue that the contract is not valid because Steven Spielberg was still a minor in 1968 (which is false). An out-of-court settlement awards Hoffman $30,000 and he abandons his claims. In 1987, Steven Spielberg invests in a doughnut company set up by Hoffman. The partnership goes sour, with Denis Hoffman failing to meet his financial obligations. In 1994, Hoffman discovers that Spielberg had lied about his age. He returns to the original lawsuit and asks for $33,000,000. Spielberg sues Hoffman for his failures in their doughnut business, and also for judicial harassment. Spielberg wins: The contract for Amblin’ specified that the producer had to provide a script in order to have rights on a film by Spielberg, which Hoffman never did. This whole affair led to the revelation of the filmmaker’s true date of birth.


End of Summer–Autumn 1968


Chuck Silvers watches Amblin’. Impressed, he contacts Universal Television boss Sid Sheinberg and convinces him to see it. Impressed by the technical proficiency as well as the emotion that emanates from the film, Sheinberg offers a directing contract to Steven Spielberg.


December 12, 1968


The Hollywood Reporter announces the signing of a seven-year exclusive contract between Steven Spielberg and Universal Television. Amblin’ actress Pamela McMyler is also signed, around the same time she appeared in The Boston Strangler (Richard Fleischer, 1968). The article suggests that Spielberg, at twenty-one, is the youngest director ever to sign with the studio. The young man would turn twenty-two just six days later.


Epilogue


With his contract at Universal Television, Steven Spielberg leaves college in early 1969, before graduation. According to legend, he never went back to campus long enough to clean out his locker.















1968





Amblin’
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Production Dates: July 6–14, 1968


United States Release Date: December 18, 1968


Producer: Denis Hoffman


Unit Production Manager: Murray Waymouth


In Charge of Production: Ralph Burris


Production Assistants: Elza Camacho, Thom Eberhardt, Phil Harrott, Ronald Kline, Marty Williams


Screenplay: Steven Spielberg


Director of Photography: Allen Daviau


Camera Assistants: Donald Heitzer, Joseph Hernandez


Special Photographic Effects: Jim McIntyre


Film Editing: Steven Spielberg (uncredited)


Music: Michael Lloyd, song performed by October Country


Sound: Jerry Gottlieb


Script Supervisor: Anne Spielberg


Starring: Richard Levin (young man), Pamela McMyler (young woman), Henry Axelrod (Porsche driver)


“[This character] He was me, basically. He was dressed as a hippie, but he was a secret square. It was no secret that I was a square. And I think, to my children today, it’s still no secret.”1


—Steven Spielberg


SYNOPSIS


Somewhere in California’s Mojave Desert, a male hitchhiker carrying a guitar case meets a female hitchhiker. The two young people hit it off, and a romance forms as they walk along the road and wander through the barren landscape. Their plan is to reach the Pacific Ocean, but the young man always keeps his guitar case suspiciously shut.





GENESIS


Steven Spielberg has never hidden the fact that Amblin’ is a work of opportunism. In fact, in some ways this is exactly what the film is about. During his high school and college years, Spielberg tried everything to break into the movie business. He visited the offices of various Los Angeles producers, dropping off samples of his early 8 mm and 16 mm films. He also made friends in the film department at the University of Southern California, including future filmmakers, film editors, and screenwriters like John Milius, Walter Murch, Hal Barwood, and Matthew Robbins.


On the Lot at Universal


Through his father, Spielberg got a foot in the door at Universal Studios, where he rubbed shoulders with the head of the editorial department at Universal Television, Chuck Silvers. Young Spielberg was able to observe daily life on a film set, and he also talked with members who told him that in order to attract attention to his work, it was better to present his films in 35 mm because it “looks professional.” So, in 1967, he started working on Slipstream, a short 35 mm film about a bicycle race, which was never finished due to lack of money. Through his contacts at Universal, Spielberg met Denis Hoffman, who was the boss of a special effects studio in Hollywood called Cinefx. Hoffman wanted to produce films, and he agreed to invest $10,000 in Spielberg’s next short film.


The Secret in the Guitar Case


Steven Spielberg was never a hippie, and he does not identify with counterculture. It was purely a case of opportunism that found him making a film about a couple of hippies. In Amblin’, his characters stroll aimlessly, smoke a joint, and make love by the campfire. Written in one day, the story ends with a surprise twist. The young girl opens her lover’s guitar case and removes a white shirt, a tie, a pair of shoes, some deodorant, and some toilet paper. The costume of the perfect conformist. The hippie is not a hippie at all. No matter, Amblin’ had only one purpose: to impress the directors of Universal.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Shooting on the film lasted for ten days in July of 1968. The campfire scene was shot first at Cinefx, and then production moved to actor Jack Palance’s property in Malibu, where they shot the film’s last scene (which is set on a beach). Finally, the cast and crew moved to the Mojave Desert and finished filming scenes near the town of Pearblossom, California.


Allen Daviau, a Trusted Associate


The heat during filming was infernal, and some of the crew did not make it to the end of the shoot. Spielberg, meanwhile, was so nervous that he vomited every day before starting work. However, he was always able to count on the support of his director of photography, Allen Daviau, who also worked as a cameraman on Stephen’s short film Slipstream. This former photography equipment store employee had already worked on music videos (Jimi Hendrix, The Animals…) and on The Trip (1967) by Roger Corman. He would eventually work with Spielberg again on E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial and Empire of the Sun.


In the Psychedelic Desert


Amblin’ is a demonstration of serious technical rigor, with impressive framing and zoom effects featured throughout. Every day, along with Daviau, Spielberg filmed sunsets and sunrises. He also orchestrated a convoluted sequence shot set in an abandoned corral. Many of Spielberg’s signature motifs are present, including the use of rack focus—changing the focus of the camera in the course of a single shot—and the inclusion of backlit figures. Spielberg spent six weeks editing images and sounds. Amblin’ has no spoken dialogue, but it is bathed in music typical of the time, including folk rock and psychedelic rifts.


RECEPTION


While Denis Hoffman failed to attract Hollywood executives to a first screening, Steven Spielberg showed Amblin’ to Chuck Silvers at Universal. Silvers was impressed by the film. He showed it to some of his colleagues, who were also won over. Silvers let three days pass and then he called Sid Sheinberg, then vice president of Universal Television, and asked him to watch Spielberg’s twenty-six-minute film. The atmosphere, the characters, and the tone of the story all appealed to Sheinberg.


Exciting Things on the Horizon


What followed was a dream come true: The young director signed a seven-year contract with Universal Television, even though he would have preferred making feature films right from the start. Amblin’ was released in Los Angeles during the same screening as Otto Preminger’s Skidoo. A year later, it was voted best short film at the Atlanta Film Festival, and at the CINE competition in Washington, which promotes American films at European festivals.
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Eyes


Series: Night Gallery • Season 1, Pilot
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Production Dates: February 3–13, 1969


Broadcast Date in the United States: November 8, 1969, on NBC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producer: William Sackheim


Associate Producer: John Badham


Based on the eponymous novel by Rod Serling (1967)


Screenplay: Rod Serling


Director of Photography: Richard Batcheller


Film Editing: Edward M. Abroms


Music: William Goldenberg


Sound: Elbert W. Franklin, James T. Porter


Art Direction: Howard E. Johnson


Set Decoration: John McCarthy, Joseph Stone, Perry Murdock


Paintings: Jaroslav Gebr


Costume Design: Burton Miller


Hair Stylist: Larry Germain


Makeup: Bud Westmore


Starring: Joan Crawford (Miss Claudia Menlo), Barry Sullivan (Dr. Frank Heatherton), Tom Bosley (Sidney Resnick), Byron Morrow (George J. Packer), Garry Goodrow (Louis), Shannon Farnon (nurse), Bruce Kirby (artist), Rod Serling (narrator)


SYNOPSIS


Claudia Menlo, a rich and cantankerous New Yorker who has been blind since birth, blackmails her surgeon, Dr. Frank Heatherton, and asks him to perform an eye transplant. Her donor, Sidney Resnick, agrees to lose his eyesight in order to pay back the $9,000 he owes to the mafia. The operation succeeds, but Menlo has been told her new power of eyesight will only last for twelve hours. Just as she’s removing her bandages, a power failure plunges the city into darkness.





GENESIS


Launched in the wake of the success of The Twilight Zone, a series created ten years earlier by Rod Serling that became a cornerstone of science fiction in popular culture, Night Gallery did not live up to its predecessor. However, it did take on many of the same governing principles: Each episode was presented by Serling himself, and consisted of an anthology of short, nightmarish stories that often drew moral and critical conclusions about American society.


An Offer He Couldn’t Refuse


Steven Spielberg had promised himself that he would make his first professional film before he turned twenty-one. Unfortunately for Spielberg, he signed his contract with Universal on December 12, 1968, six days before his twenty-second birthday. Sid Sheinberg, who was the head of the television branch at Universal, soon enlisted Spielberg to direct the pilot of his new series, Night Gallery. Despite his respect for Rod Serling, Spielberg didn’t like the story he was given, and he asked Sheinberg if he wouldn’t rather do a script that focused on young people. His mentor advised him to take the opportunity.


An Improbable Scenario


Adapted from a short story that Rod Serling published in 1967, “Eyes” was the second of three short segments that made up the show’s pilot episode. The premise was inspired by a blackout that occurred on November 9, 1965, and paralyzed large swathes of the Northeast, including the entire state of New York. Unfortunately, the plot doesn’t stand up to even basic scrutiny. After all, why would anyone agree to give up their sight in order to pay off a gambling debt? And why would the rich blind woman (played by Joan Crawford) go to such great lengths only to be able to see for twelve hours when the countdown starts… in the middle of the night?


CASTING


Bette Davis, who was to play Claudia Menlo, refused to be directed by a twenty-two-year-old beginner. Against all odds, Sid Sheinberg chose to stick with Spielberg. The role then went to Davis’s scene partner in Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? (1962), Joan Crawford, who was sixty-two years old at the time.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Spielberg had one obsession: to keep to the schedule (which allowed for seven days of shooting). This was and is a quality that is much appreciated in the film business. However, the fates did not align to help him achieve his goal. When they saw the young director arrive, the veteran technical team balked; it would take two days before Spielberg began to be taken seriously. His relationship with Crawford was more easygoing. The director knew how to charm her by gifting her with a single red rose in a Pepsi bottle (Crawford’s husband managed the company). Still, an inner ear infection kept Crawford away from set for twenty-four hours, and the day before shooting the scene where Claudia Menlo sees for the first time, Spielberg found Crawford in tears, distraught by the challenge ahead. He eventually chose to postpone the show’s schedule, stayed with his star to rehearse, and finished the episode two days late, but having learned a valuable lesson on how to direct actors.


Style Above All


Postproduction on “Eyes” was also complicated. While producer William Sackheim was impressed by Spielberg’s “avant-garde” choices, Spielberg hadn’t made sure to get enough general and close-up shots (as is customary), and he was left without a lot of options when it came time to edit the footage into the final episode that would air on TV. Due to the lack of footage, the editor, Edward M. Abroms, superimposed two shots of the faces of Joan Crawford and Tom Bosley (who played the unwilling donor) to help fill space in the episode. It was an ungainly moment in an episode that taught Spielberg many valuable lessons in directing.


RECEPTION


Of the three segments featured in the pilot episode of Night Gallery, “Eyes” caught people’s attention due to the presence of Joan Crawford and the production by this young unknown, which was “topnotch,” according to the Daily Variety.1 The Hollywood Reporter,2 on the other hand, said the episode “looked as if it hadn’t been completed.” Perhaps Spielberg was too adventurous for the television of the time?




FOR SPIELBERG ADDICTS


TV veteran Barry Sullivan (in the role of the surgeon) defended Spielberg from recalcitrant technicians on the set. The two men got along so well that they worked together again on an episode of The Name of the Game titled “LA 2017.”
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The Daredevil Gesture


Series: Marcus Welby, M.D. • Season 1, Episode 24
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Production Dates: Early February 1970


Broadcast Date in the United States: March 17, 1970, on ABC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producer: David J. O’Connell


Executive Producer: David Victor


Unit Production Manager: Edward K. Dodds


Screenplay: Jerome Ross


Director of Photography: Walter Strenge


Film Editing: Richard G. Wray


Music: Leonard Rosenman


Sound: Robert R. Bertrand


Art Direction: George Patrick


Set Decoration: John McCarthy, George Milo


Hair Stylist: Larry Germain


Makeup: Bud Westmore


Wardrobe: Charles Waldo, Diana Wilson


Script Supervisor: Winnie Rich


Assistant Director: Joe Boston


Starring: Robert Young (Dr. Marcus Welby), James Brolin (Dr. Steven Kiley), Elena Verdugo (Consuelo Lopez), Frank Webb (Larry Bellows), Marsha Hunt (Mrs. Bellows), Susan Albert (Claudia Bellows), Ronne Troup (Ginny Peterson), Bill Fletcher (Mr. Beeman), Richard Dillon (Harv), Peter Hobbs (Mr. Craddock)


SYNOPSIS


High school student Larry Bellows has hemophilia. His disease disrupts his daily activities and his social relationships, and he also has to deal with an overprotective mother and a sister who sacrifices herself for his benefit. When he joins a new school, Larry insists that his hemophilia should not be made known to his classmates. Under the care of Dr. Marcus Welby, he is torn between his aspirations for a normal life and the knowledge that there are certain activities that just may be too much for him.





GENESIS


Together with Medical Center (1969–1976) and Emergency! (1972–1979), Marcus Welby, M.D. was part of a wave of popular television shows that focused on the medical profession. All of these shows came into existence following the success of yet another popular show called Dr. Kildare (1961–1966). In each episode of Marcus Welby, M.D., an experienced general practitioner and his young associate, Steve Kiley, are presented with a particular medical case that gives rise to an educational experience. In the twenty-fourth episode of the show’s first season, the two medical practitioners discuss the hereditary mechanisms of hemophilia, the latest treatments, and the famous case involving the son of Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II, who suffered from the disease.


A Benevolent Authority Figure


It is not so much the medical treatment that is emphasized in this series, but the human qualities of the doctor himself. Marcus Welby, played by Robert Young, is a benevolent and paternalistic authority figure. Played by newcomer James Brolin, Steve Kiley is more of a disciple than a colleague. Each episode takes the shape of a heartfelt life lesson. In “The Daredevil Gesture,” the themes are maturity, responsibility, and autonomy for a boy who will very soon be going off to school.


Anchored in Contemporary Values


The series was very much interested in taking on the hot-button issues of its day, and scenes in this episode refer to contraception, divorce from the point of view of the children, and the main character’s health-related sense of isolation. The permanent anger that Larry feels also echoes the idea of a rebellious youth that became part of the popular mythos of the 1960s and 1970s, and that is suggested at the very end of the episode via the truncated scrawling of the phrase “Peace & Love” on Harv’s cast.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Increasingly dissatisfied with the screenplays that Universal sent to him for consideration, Steven Spielberg stopped filming for a year to write his own projects. During this period, he tried in vain, and with much difficulty, to work for Fox. After eventually finding his way back to Universal, he was entrusted with this episode but given the instruction to curb his stylistic affectations. Shot at Universal Studios and in California’s Temescal Canyon, “The Daredevil Gesture” alternates between very flat sequences and moments of minor formal innovation.


A Virtuosic Move


A scene set in a gymnastics class at the beginning of the episode combines abrupt editing, low-angle shots taken from underneath a pommel horse, and tight shots that give the viewer the sensation that students are bumping into the camera. The tension of certain conversations is conveyed by placing a character on the right of the screen while his interlocutors are placed in the background. Later, Dr. Kiley’s emergency appearance during a canyon hike offers an opportunity for Spielberg’s camera to make some virtuosic moves: The camera follows Ginny Peterson, a classmate of Larry’s, as she searches for him to the right, then as she changes direction and follows a car that enters the frame in the background, and finally as she walks to the left of the frame.


A Frustrating Episode


Steven Spielberg was still trying to free himself from the constraints of the television format via the use of handheld camera shots, abrupt dolly zooming, and changes of focus during a shot. While he was not responsible for the script, Spielberg seemed to find in Larry Bellows the articulation of his own frustrations, particularly when, in a fit of pent-up rage, the teenager recounts the divorce of his parents and his subsequent abandonment by his father. This marked the first occurrence of what would become a consistent theme for the director: the absent father. Throughout the episode, the young high school student seems to boil over with rage and frustration. Frank Webb is too closely supervised, too cramped, and too constrained… just like his director.


RECEPTION


“The Daredevil Gesture” remains a standard television product. The young man’s skill was noted by people working behind the scenes on Marcus Welby, M.D., including the show’s production manager, Marty Hornstein, and an assistant director named Joe Boston. Boston was particularly impressed by a tracking shot that Spielberg used in a locker room scene at the beginning of the episode—especially when he learned that the director had devised it on the spot.




Steven Spielberg, M.D.


Dr. Welby’s house existed as an exterior set built on Universal’s backlot, and it can also be seen in other series like Desperate Housewives (2004). The fake house is now located on Steven Spielberg Drive.
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Make Me Laugh


Series: Night Gallery • Season 1, Episode 4
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Production Dates: Fall 1970


Broadcast Date in the United States: January 6, 1971, on NBC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producer: Jack Laird


Executive Producer: Paul Freeman


Screenplay: Rod Serling


Director of Photography: Richard C. Glouner


Film Editing: Bud Hoffman, James Leicester


Music: Robert Prince


Sound: David H. Moriarty


Art Direction: Joe Alves


Set Decoration: Charles S. Thompson


Paintings: Thomas J. Wright


Costume Design: Grady Hunt


Hair Stylist: Larry Germain


Makeup: Bud Westmore


Starring: Godfrey Cambridge (Jackie Slater), Tom Bosley (Jules Kettleman), Jackie Vernon (Chatterje), Al Lewis (Mishkin), Sidney Clute (David Garrick), John J. Fox (heckler), Sonny Klein (first barman), Gene R. Kearney (second barman), Tony Russel (director), Michele Hart (Miss Wilson), Georgia Schmidt (florist), Sid Rushakoff (first laughing man), Don Melvoin (second laughing man), Rod Serling (narrator)


SYNOPSIS


Jackie Slater is a struggling stand-up comedian who hasn’t gotten a laugh in a very long time. One day, he meets Chatterje, a self-described miracle worker who offers to grant him a wish. Slater asks for the ability to make people laugh, but he pays a terrible price.





GENESIS


Spielberg hadn’t enjoyed filming the pilot episode of Night Gallery, which was his first official production, and he desperately wanted to escape from television so he could pursue his dream of filmmaking. As an employee of Universal Television, he asked his boss and mentor Sid Sheinberg for a leave of absence so he could try to make a feature film.


The Cinema Is Still a Distant Dream


After garnering new representation with the prestigious ICM (International Creative Management), Spielberg befriended the musician John Williams, who would become his regular composer, and the actor Cliff Robertson, an aviation enthusiast. He offered Robertson the title role in Ace Eli and Rodger of the Skies, a screenplay that was co-written with his friend Claudia Salter. The plot concerned a stuntman and ex–World War I pilot who takes his son along as he travels across 1920s America. Although 20th Century Fox bought the script, the studio refused to let Spielberg direct because they felt he was too inexperienced. Directorial duties were handed over to John Erman, who was credited under the pseudonym Bill Sampson. A few years later, Erman would receive wide acclaim as the director of the television miniseries Roots, but Ace Eli and Rodger of the Skies was a flop. Devastated, Spielberg vowed never to work for 20th Century Fox again (a promise he kept until Minority Report), and he returned to Universal Television determined to get his hands on any work that Sheinberg wanted to entrust to him.


Immersing Himself in the Job


Between the end of 1970 and the end of 1971, Spielberg made seven episodes of television, including “Make Me Laugh,” which saw him return to Rod Serling’s Night Gallery anthology. The episode was a fable of sorts about a failing comedian, and the commission was of little interest to Spielberg, who didn’t seem interested in putting his stamp on the final product.


CASTING


Apart from Tom Bosley, who appeared as Jackie Slater’s agent, and who also played the organ donor in “Eyes” (in addition to playing Richie Cunningham’s father, Howard, on Happy Days), there were no familiar faces in this Spielberg production, nor any memorable acting performances.


A New Leading Man


Years before The Color Purple and Amistad, Jackie Slater was the first Black protagonist to appear in a Spielberg film. He was played by Godfrey Cambridge, a stand-up comedian who was popular on talk shows at the time. By the time he filmed “Make Me Laugh,” Cambridge had earned a small reputation for his role as a racist white man who woke up as an African American in Melvin Van Peebles’s Watermelon Man (1970).


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Some viewers may detect echoes of the filmmaker’s own temperament in Godfrey Cambridge’s portrayal of Jackie Slater. Both men felt like outcasts as children, and each had an obsession with success, prizes, and recognition. “Make Me Laugh” also touches on a very Spielbergian trope—the idea that every miracle conceals a dark side. In spite of these parallels, it is difficult to find a trace of Spielberg’s early talent in this particular piece of television. Even the final scene of the episode does not live up to the plot’s tragic irony, despite the use of a crane in the final shot, which was the only flourish the filmmaker added to the production. Interestingly, after network executives at NBC saw the episode, they brought in Jeannot Szwarc, future director of Jaws 2, to reshoot some of the scenes. Szwarc later confided that he had redone things identically, not seeing where Spielberg had gone wrong!


RECEPTION


With his husky voice and his purposefully challenging performance, Godfrey Cambridge is the only saving grace of “Make Me Laugh.” Aired alongside another thirty-minute Night Gallery segment called “Clean Kills and Other Trophies,” the episode failed to make much of an impact and was quickly forgotten.




FOR SPIELBERG ADDICTS


“Make Me Laugh” marked the first collaboration between Steven Spielberg and Joe Alves, the art director and production designer who worked on Sugarland Express, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and Jaws. Their professional paths separated when Alves, rather than waiting to work on Spielberg’s next project, 1941, took a job as the second unit director on Jaws 2 (1978), which was helmed by Jeannot Szwarc. This slight was only compounded when Alves took over lead directing duties on Jaws 3-D in 1983.
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L.A. 2017


Series: The Name of the Game • Season 3, Episode 16
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Production Dates: Fall 1970


Broadcast Date in the United States: January 15, 1971, on NBC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producer: Dean Hargrove


Associate Producer: Edward K. Dodds


Executive Producer: Richard Irving


Unit Production Manager: Edward K. Dodds


Screenplay: Philip Wylie


Director of Photography: Richard A. Kelley


Film Editing: Frank Morriss


Music: Billy Goldenberg, Robert Prince, Dave Grusin (series theme song)


Sound: Edwin S. Hall


Art Direction: William H. Tuntke


Set Decoration: Bert Allen


Costume Design: Grady Hunt


Hair Stylist: Larry Germain


Makeup: Bud Westmore


Starring: Gene Barry (Glenn Howard), Barry Sullivan (Dane Bigelow), Severn Darden (Cameron), Sharon Farrell (Sandrelle), Regis J. Cordic (Chairman Walt), Edmond O’Brien (John Bergman), Geoffrey Lewis (Bates), Jason Wingreen (Hammond)


SYNOPSIS


Glenn Howard, the head of Howard Publications, is driving through the hills of Los Angeles when he nods off and has an accident. He is revived by strangely dressed emergency responders who are wearing oxygen suits and masks. Once recovered, he is introduced to a man named Dane Bigelow, who reveals that Glenn has woken up in the year 2017, and that Los Angeles is now an underground city because pollution has made much of the planet uninhabitable.





GENESIS


Launched in 1968 on NBC, The Name of the Game stands in stark contrast to other popular series of the era. The program focused on three main characters who all worked at a fictional press group called Howard Publications, with each episode following the adventures of a single character. Benefiting from a considerable budget ($400,000 per episode), The Name of the Game dealt with serious subjects and gave viewers a glimpse into “a world of glamour and luxury that TV mostly wouldn’t explore until Dallas and Dynasty,”1 as journalist Michael Callahan summarized it. However, by the time the show reached its third season (1970–1971), the series was showing signs of weakness and producer Dean Hargrove was looking to experiment.


A Dreamlike Dystopia


A prolific author of screenplays, novels, short stories, and essays in which nuclear apocalypse is a common theme, Philip Wylie wrote a story for The Name of the Game in which one of the show’s three heroes, publisher Glenn Howard, is confronted with the future consequences of environmental problems that were just beginning to be debated in the early 1970s. “LA 2017” is filled with references to 1984 and Brave New World, and many of the dystopian elements of the show also foreshadow later films like Silent Running (Douglas Trumbull, 1972), Soylent Green (Richard Fleischer, 1973), and Logan’s Run (Michael Anderson, 1976). In order to convey this bleak vision of the future, the story was presented as a dream that Howard has while lying unconscious in his car.


Joan Crawford to the Rescue


Sid Sheinberg, the acting vice president of Universal Pictures, was a big fan of the series, and he reached out to Steven Spielberg about directing an episode. The show’s producer, Richard Irving, was opposed to bringing Spielberg on board. Finally, actress Joan Crawford, who had worked with Spielberg on Night Gallery the year before, made a phone call to the big boss of Universal, Lew Wasserman, and she insisted that Wasserman hire the twenty-three-year-old director.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


“LA 2017” was Steven Spielberg’s first feature-length production. It had a twelve-day production window and a budget of $375,000. Spielberg filmed on the lot at Universal, and also in the barren hills of Calabasas, California (located to the north of Malibu), which stood in for the desolate landscapes of 2017. Spielberg also filmed on location at Hyperion, the huge wastewater treatment plant in Los Angeles. The plant had endless corridors clogged with pipes that appear in various scenes in the episode. The plant also famously appeared in 1973’s Soylent Green.


Mad Max Before Its Time


Imagining the future provided the perfect opportunity for Spielberg to break free from the perceived shackles of television. The young director simulated the toxic air of Los Angeles with the help of orange filters, and he filmed multiple shots through the carcasses of abandoned cars that littered the sides of the road on set. The episode has the look of Mad Max (1979), but before its time.


A Climax of Anxiety


Humor and burlesque are not lacking in the episode’s plot; however, the show’s climax is reached during a meeting between Glenn Howard and John Bergman, a biochemist. Placed in isolation, Howard is forced into a straitjacket as he speaks with his captor, who looks down on him from above. The sets, the sound, the symmetry: Everything is cold and dehumanized in this scene. Steven Spielberg was strongly involved in the production of “LA 2017,” and he was able highlight his expertise and his influences (Alfred Hitchcock and Stanley Kubrick, mainly). He followed the production through to the editing room, which is unusual in the world of television.


RECEPTION


The episode benefited from a stronger than usual promotional campaign from NBC, and it received rave reviews. Better still, it was screened at an annual science fiction festival in Trieste, Italy, in July 1971.


Ongoing Concerns


While it remains relatively unknown today, Spielberg’s episode of The Name of the Game was exhumed by the Paley Center for Media in New York City and given a public screening on October 1, 2017. Given the state of the world today, it is difficult for modern viewers not to be disturbed by the show’s prescient subject matter, which focuses on pollution, environmental disaster, a global pandemic, and the inaction of world leaders in the face of overwhelming calamity. With “LA 2017,” Spielberg announced himself as a serious player, and as a director who could be trusted with longer formats and less conventional projects.
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The Private World of Martin Dalton


Series: The Psychiatrist • Season 1, Episode 2
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Production Dates: Fall 1970


Date of Broadcast in the United States: February 10, 1971, on NBC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producer: Jerrold Freedman


Screenplay: Bo May


Director of Photography: Lloyd Ahern


Music: Gil Mellé


Art Direction: Joe Alves


Starring: Roy Thinnes (Dr. James Whitman), Stephen R. Hudis (Martin Dalton), Jim Hutton (Martin’s father), Katherine Woodville (Martin’s mother)


SYNOPSIS


Psychoanalyst James Whitman is called to the bedside of a twelve-year-old boy named Martin Dalton, who has completely lost touch with reality. The doctor soon realizes that the situation with the young boy’s parents, who are in the middle of a divorce, is resulting in the child’s desire to take refuge in a world that he has invented for himself, and that is heavily influenced by comic books and television.





GENESIS


Not yet thirty years old, Jerrold Freedman had already succeeded in breaking into the dusty hierarchy at Universal Studios. He wrote, directed, and produced for the television division, and seemingly did just about anything he wanted, including a series about a California psychiatrist who was convinced that the latest methods in his field—such as group therapy—were the most suitable for the times.


The show’s pilot episode, “God Bless the Children,” sets the stage for the series with a scene of young people frolicking in an abandoned factory and injecting drugs against a background of psychedelic rock music. Far from playing the role of a stern taskmaster, Dr. James Whitman (played by Roy Thinnes) speaks, listens, and often understands the distress of his patients. “At Universal, no one understood what we were doing,” recalled screenwriter Bo May. “Basically no one at Universal Tower understood what we were doing. It was somewhat amazing that they ever agreed to the concept in the first place.”1


A Band with Long Hair


Spielberg stepped somewhat hesitantly into the creative space that Freedman enjoyed at the time: “He had his own longhair film society right in the heart of Universal Studios. He employed a number of writers, directors, people dealing with esoterica, and he hired people from his college and people he knew from the East. I was just a young person, whom he liked at the time, and to whom he said: ‘Here, do two Psychiatrists for me.’”2 The young filmmaker did not hesitate before taking on directorial duties on “The Private Life of Martin Dalton” and “Par for the Course,” two of the six additional episodes of The Psychiatrist that were planned after the show’s pilot episode.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Spielberg shot two episodes of The Psychiatrist back-to-back in the autumn of 1970. Compared to his experiences on the series Night Gallery and Marcus Welby, M.D., this latest adventure felt like a leisurely stroll in the park: There was no difficult production team to win over and no dubious star to contend with, and the show’s plots were much more grounded in reality. This excited Spielberg’s imagination and he enjoyed being involved in the development of the script. “The Private World of Martin Dalton” also took on a subject that was close to his heart: a child on the threshold of adolescence who is trying to make heads or tails of some of life’s less savory aspects—in this case, the dissolution of his parents’ marriage.


Under Protection


This episode of The Psychiatrist marked the first time that the young director worked with a child actor, which would eventually become a common occurrence on his film sets. The inventive Spielberg also created spectacular and terribly surprising dream sequences that were pretty groundbreaking for a standard network television series. Luckily, Spielberg was able to do pretty much whatever he wished: Freedman and May protected him from any possible interference from studio management. Additionally, although he was not involved in the editing process, the final product looked like what Spielberg had in mind from the start of production, which was a first in his career.


RECEPTION


As the second of six episodes (the pilot was broadcast on December 14, 1970), “The Private World of Martin Dalton” was scheduled to air on February 10, 1971, as part of NBC’s Four in One evenings, which the network had been offering since September 16, 1970. The idea, which was newly in vogue with American television audiences, was to air four different shows one after the other, at the rate of one episode per week. In this case, the shows that were scheduled to air were McCloud, San Francisco International Airport, Night Gallery (including the episode “Make Me Laugh,” which aired on January 6, and which had been directed by Spielberg), and The Psychiatrist. Of the four, only McCloud and Night Gallery were renewed for additional episodes.




FOR SPIELBERG ADDICTS


When he was hired to play Martin Dalton, Stephen R. Hudis was no stranger to the Hollywood system. Almost since his birth in 1957, he had been accompanying his father, the screenwriter Norman Hudis, to various studio sets around town. In 1972, Stephen acted alongside John Wayne in Mark Rydell’s The Cowboys, before eventually going on to a career as a stuntman and an actor.
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Par for the Course


Series: The Psychiatrist • Season 1, Episode 6
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Production Dates: Fall 1970


Date of Broadcast in the United States: March 10, 1971, on NBC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producer: Jerrold Freedman


Screenplay: Herb Bermann, Thomas Y. Drake, Jerrold Freedman, Bo May


Director of Photography: Lloyd Ahern


Music: Gil Mellé


Art Direction: Joe Alves


Makeup: Don Marando


Starring: Roy Thinnes (Dr. James Whitman), Luther Adler (Dr. Bernard Altman), Clu Gulager (Frank Halloran), Joan Darling (Mary Halloran), Bruce Glover (Stan Brewster), Michael C. Gwynne (Blaine), Carl Reindel (Larry)


SYNOPSIS


Psychiatrist James Whitman has the onerous task of supporting a professional golfer named Frank Halloran as he comes to terms with his terminal cancer diagnosis.





GENESIS


“Par for the Course” was the final episode of the series The Psychiatrist, which was canceled by NBC after only one season. In the show’s final airing, Dr. Whitman is called to Frank Halloran’s bedside after a terrible medical diagnosis. The doctor tries his best to comfort his patient, but he finds himself becoming increasingly distraught.


The episode’s original script caused some difficulties for the show’s writing team. Thomas Y. Drake left the process early to produce another series, and he was replaced by Herb Bermann, whose script treatment strongly displeased Jerrold Freedman and Bo May. In the end, Freedman and May rewrote the script themselves. May removed all references to LSD, which the studio might not have approved, and he also created a significant obstacle for his main character: Dr. Whitman was unable to find a way to save his patient.


A Closely Observed Death


Delighted to have been chosen by Freedman, Spielberg was put in charge of directing two episodes of The Psychiatrist, which were both shot in the fall of 1970. One episode was about a little boy who uses fiction as an escape from his family’s troubles, and the other was about the acceptance of death, two subjects that touched Spielberg intimately. The little boy in “The Private World of Martin Dalton” represented Spielberg’s own pain when his parents divorced, and “Par for the Course” allowed Spielberg to process the agony he felt while witnessing his grandfather’s slow demise in a hospital bed. When asked how he was able to approach the show’s subject matter with such subtlety, Spielberg spoke of the long hours he spent in the hospital with his dying grandfather, where he observed the pain of some patients and the silence of others in the face of their own mortality.


CASTING


After being discovered in The Killers (Don Siegel, 1964), Clu Gulager was an actor who was used to appearing on TV and his portrayal of the dying golfer Frank Halloran became one of his best-loved performances. Playing opposite him, Roy Thinnes had previously popularized the role of David Vincent in the series The Invaders (1967–1968), before taking on the titular role of The Psychiatrist.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


Over the years, one anecdote from the set of The Psychiatrist has become something of a Spielbergian legend. One day, Chuck Silvers, the head of Universal Television’s editorial department, was walking through the various parts of the studio when a technician came up to him and advised him to go to the set where Spielberg was shooting. Silvers resisted, but the technician insisted: “You’ve never seen a crew stand there and cry.”1 The scene that had drawn crew tears was the death of Frank Halloran, which Spielberg filmed with the camera placed as close as possible to Gulager’s face, in an attempt to capture the actor’s every breath and spasm. The team was also put to the test during a sequence where Halloran is visited by his golfing partners in the hospital. On the morning when the scene was set to be filmed, Spielberg had an idea: Instead of being frightened by their friend’s condition as the script had intended, Spielberg wanted Halloran’s fellow golfers to offer him a final gift: a shoebox containing dirt from the eighteenth and final hole of his favorite course, as well as the flag that marked it. Gulager, who was not warned of this change before the cameras started rolling, burst into tears and began to spill the dirt all over himself while the cameras captured every moment. Joan Darling, who played Halloran’s wife, recalled that Spielberg had given her only one direction ahead of the death scene: to remember the images of Jackie Kennedy in front of her husband’s body on the day of JFK’s funeral—her demeanor, her manners, her dignity in spite of the pain and horror of the situation.


RECEPTION


“Young Steven Spielberg from his direction of that small film was firmly established as one of the most exciting talents in town,” marveled the critic Cecil Smith in the Los Angeles Times in 1973. He was not the only one who felt that way about “Par for the Course,” which would open many doors for the director, starting when the first cut of the episode circulated inside Universal’s offices. After watching the episode, the creators of Columbo offered Spielberg an episode. Peter Falk himself was impressed, as was ABC vice president Barry Diller, who agreed to entrust the director with Duel that same year. With a reputation as an outstanding technician, Spielberg proved that he knew how to tell stories well and, above all, how to move an audience.















Focus



A Kid from Universal City


The Childhood of a Filmmaker


In 1963, Gray Line buses had been taking tourists to Universal Studios for two years. That summer, Steven Spielberg, who was on vacation and still a high school student in Phoenix, Arizona, was among the passengers on the studio tour. For Spielberg, who had been making home movies since he was twelve, and who dreamed of being a filmmaker, the trip to the kingdom founded by Carl Laemmle in 1915 was like a pilgrimage. Taking advantage of a break in the tour, he let the bus leave without him and began to observe the filming in progress and the various editing rooms. He went so far as to offer to show technicians his 8 mm films.


“Steven Spielberg Room 23C”


Steven Spielberg has often told this story, adding details over the course of various interviews. For example, he had a chance meeting with Chuck Silvers, the assistant in the editorial department of Universal Television, who agreed to watch his films before giving him a day pass to the studio lot for the following day. Steven Spielberg then returned, dressed in a suit and carrying his father’s (empty!) briefcase, in order to impress the security guard at the entrance. The highlight of the event was when he moved into a deserted bungalow and stuck the words “Steven Spielberg Room 23C” in plastic characters on a sign at the entrance.


At the time, Spielberg was a student at California State University, Long Beach, though he would have preferred to enter the film department at the University of Southern California (USC) in Los Angeles. Unfortunately, his academic record had worked against him. At Long Beach, there were no film classes, so Universal would have to be his school.


Assistant Factotum


This legend that Spielberg seems to enjoy embellishing refines the portrait of an obsessive filmmaker who was ready for all kinds of challenges. The reality was probably less exciting. In all likelihood it was his father, through an acquaintance, who enabled him to go and visit Universal while chaperoned by Chuck Silvers. Steven Spielberg kept in touch and came back the following summer for a small unpaid job as a handyman.


In the end, whether truth or fiction, the conclusion is the same: Filmmaker Steven Spielberg “grew up” at Universal, with Chuck Silvers as his mentor and Julia Raymond, head of purchasing for the editorial department, as his office mate. Steven Spielberg watched the Universal factory in operation while others were learning about film in college classrooms. He made friends with editor Tony Martinelli, actor Tony Bill, and writer and producer Jerrold Freedman; he was also introduced to Jeff Corey, an actor and acting teacher (he attended a few classes as an observer): These were all people with whom Spielberg would eventually work. Spotted by John Cassavetes while he was milling about on the lot, Spielberg found himself carrying coffees on Faces, which the actor-director had been filming since early 1965.


At the Heart of the Action, from the Sidelines


Spielberg was sometimes troublesome: He was kicked off the set by an assistant director during the filming of the ballet scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s Torn Curtain (1966), but he became a kind of mascot as people started to think of him as the kid with the home movies. Even the vice president of Universal Television, Sid Sheinberg, had heard about him.


However, Steven Spielberg ended up going around in circles: He was both at the heart of the action and on the fringe. Having a foot in the door at Universal did enable him to move up a gear in his career. Julia Raymond introduced him to Denis Hoffman, an aspiring producer who agreed to finance a 35 mm film in Technicolor. This would be Amblin’, which came out in 1968. The same Julia Raymond found him a place to edit this short film of twenty-six minutes, and Chuck Silvers was amazed by the result. He insisted that Sid Sheinberg view it. The screening led to Spielberg signing a seven-year contract with Universal Television for $275 a week.


The Kindness of Sid Sheinberg


Steven Spielberg did not like the formatted framework of TV productions, or working with experienced technicians who tended to look down on him. He developed an aversion to medical series after working on an episode of Marcus Welby, M.D. (1970), and tried to sell a story to 20th Century Fox called Ace Eli and Rodger of the Skies, in the hope of making the film. Fox kept the story, but not the director, and so Spielberg returned to the fold at Universal.


Despite his frustrations, Steven Spielberg would always be able to count on the benevolence of Sid Sheinberg. “A lot of people will stick with you in success; I’ll stick with you in failure,”1 Sheinberg had said when he signed Steven’s contract. When the shooting of Jaws turned into a disaster in 1974, Sid Sheinberg prevented his protégé from being replaced. When, in the 1980s, Steven Spielberg co-founded the production company Amblin, he set it up at Universal in a building built by the studio. It is still there today.
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Murder by the Book


Series: Columbo • Season 1, Episode 1
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Production Dates: Summer 1971


Date of Broadcast in the United States: September 15, 1971, on NBC


Production Company: Universal Television


Producers: Richard Levinson, William Link


Associate Producer: Robert F. O’Neill


Screenplay: Steven Bochco


Director of Photography: Russell Metty


Film Editing: John Kaufman


Music: Billy Goldenberg


Sound: David H. Moriarty


Art Direction: Archie J. Bacon


Set Decoration: Richard Friedman


Wardrobe: Burton Miller


Starring: Peter Falk (Lieutenant Columbo), Jack Cassidy (Ken Franklin), Martin Milner (Jim Ferris), Rosemary Forsyth (Joanna Ferris), Barbara Colby (Lilly La Sanka), Bernie Kuby (Mike Tucker), Hoke Howell (sergeant), Lynnette Mettey (Gloria Jr.), Haven Earle Haley (reporter)


SYNOPSIS


Jim Ferris and Ken Franklin are a famous duo of mystery writers whose heroine, Mrs. Melville, is always on the case. Between them, Ferris and Franklin have written fifteen best-selling books that have sold more than fifty million copies. When Ferris ends their collaboration and strikes out on his own, Franklin kills him using the same modus operandi that appears in one of their best-selling books. Lieutenant Columbo of the LAPD is put in charge of the investigation.





GENESIS


Universal’s in-house producers and writers, William Link and Richard Levinson, created Lieutenant Columbo, a sleuth character who became famous for hiding his unerring intelligence under the guise of a seemingly haphazard cop. After producing a TV movie (Prescription: Murder in 1968) and a pilot (“Ransom for a Dead Man” in March 1971) that featured Peter Falk in the title role, Link and Levinson brought in Steven Spielberg to direct the show’s first episode.


A Team of Top Players


In search of new blood, Link and Levinson wanted directors who would be able to revitalize the detective genre. Several episodes of Columbo were therefore shot by different directors during the summer of 1971, and Spielberg was chosen to go first. Nothing was gained, however, when the twenty-four-year-old prodigy began to arouse distrust among the veterans on his team. Among them, director of photography Russell Metty, a revered collaborator of Douglas Sirk and Orson Welles, who did not mince words with the producers: “He’s a kid! Does he get a milk and cookie break? Is the diaper truck going to interfere with my generator?”1 The writer of the episode was none other than Steven Bochco, a contemporary of Spielberg’s and the future creator of popular shows Hill Street Blues and NYPD Blue, which would both renew public interest in the detective genre on television.


CASTING


Initially offered to Bing Crosby, the role of Columbo was taken by a then unknown: Peter Falk. Previously seen in small roles (The Great Race by Blake Edwards, 1965), he had also just appeared in Husbands, the first of three films he made under the direction of his friend, famed director John Cassavetes. The New York–based actor did not yet know that he had found the role of a lifetime in Columbo. The character’s famous old raincoat and disheveled hair had already appeared in the pilot episode, but “Murder by the Book” marked the first appearance of his Peugeot 403 convertible.


FILMING AND PRODUCTION


After a complicated first day on set, during which a drunk actor had to be dealt with, the shooting went smoothly thanks to a good working relationship between Spielberg and Falk.


Just Like in the Cinema


As soon as the episode opens, with the pounding of a typewriter’s keys as the only background sound, a dolly-like tracking shot takes a bird’s-eye view of a Rolls-Royce (the assassin’s) driving along Sunset Boulevard. Then the camera reveals an office on the high floor of a building where a man (the future victim) is busy writing his next novel. Spielberg immediately laid out his ambitions for his approach to this episode: “I treated it like a little movie.… They’re giving me a hundred and thirty thousand dollars, I’m gonna make it look like it cost a million bucks.”2


In a few silent shots, the details of the plot are established using only images. The rest of the film follows suit, and the episode is a model of balance between staging done at the service of dialogue (alternating between the fluidity of long sequences captured in motion, and unsettling close-ups of faces when the situation becomes tense), clever use of interiors and natural settings, and stylish effects. Among these effects, some would become trademarks of the filmmaker, such as the very Hitchcockian reactive shot that distracts our gaze from a scene of violence while reinforcing its impact; or the use of the dual lens, underlining the duel that takes place when the murderer, in the foreground, and Columbo, in the background, are both in focus.


RECEPTION


Considered one of the best Columbo episodes ever made, “Murder by the Book” helped establish the basis of the series: A murder takes place, Columbo enters the scene and takes on the case; then a game of cat and mouse ensues between the murderer (usually rich and arrogant) and the detective, an ordinary, scruffy man who plays the fool in order to fool his prey. For Spielberg, this episode remains a precious memory of his time working in television.




FOR SPIELBERG ADDICTS


In a 1974 episode of Columbo titled “Beyond Madness (Mind over Mayhem),” a gifted character named Steve Spelberg (sic) makes an appearance. In 1989, an episode titled “Shadows and Lights” features a successful director who kills a childhood friend that threatens to harm him. The nod to Spielberg in the later episode is supported by numerous clues, including action located in Universal Studios and an appearance of the shark from Jaws.
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