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INTRODUCTION


On my first few visits to the cinema – I was six or seven at the time and accompanied by my parents – nervous anticipation caused me to throw up, with the result that I never managed to see a film all the way through until I was into double figures. I like to think it was an early airing of my critical faculties, as I’ve walked out of a few movies since, but in truth it was simply the excitement of being in that magical environment, an element of which has never left me. By the time I hit my teens I was an avid movie fan and once spent a wet day (and night) in London sitting through the programmes at five different cinemas back to back.
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Nowadays these former ‘picture palaces’ are just one of the viewing options open to the moviegoer. Films can be watched on planes, trains and in cars (providing somebody else is driving); on televisions, laptops, iPads and mobile phones – though surely only those desperate for a cinematic fix resort to the latter. The point is that for many people viewing a film has become a solitary experience, like listening to music or reading a book. But if watching movies isn’t quite the communal event that it used to be, it is certainly no less miraculous.


At the throat-lumping climax of Casablanca, Humphrey Bogart reassures a tearful Ingrid Bergman that ‘we’ll always have Paris’. More importantly, for those of us mistily watching the scene for the umpteenth time, is that we’ll always have Casablanca – and much more besides. Thanks to the miracle of film (and the supporting technology of DVDs and downloads) we shall always have the curvaceous charms of Marilyn Monroe and the rebellious spirit of James Dean; a pigtailed Judy Garland will always be waiting for us on the Yellow Brick Road and John Wayne will forever be doing what a man’s got to do. We can dip at random into half a century of Jack Nicholson or Michael Caine, or let the force of Star Wars be with us over and over again. Favourite movies from Brief Encounter to The Hunger Games can be digitally stored in a personal archive, to be viewed whenever the mood takes us.


Film-making is a protracted, costly and often tedious affair, with longueurs that sometimes drive actors in particular to distraction (having spent a year on the west coast of Ireland shooting David Lean’s 1969 epic Ryan’s Daughter, actor Leo McKern commented ‘I don’t like to be paid £500 a week for sitting down and playing Scrabble.’). It can be a physically hazardous occupation with actors and, more predictably, stunt personnel being frequent casualties, along with cameramen and even directors. The financial rewards of course can be breathtaking but there are also damaging losses, to reputations as well as to bank balances. None of this need worry the movie fan, however, who can just sit back and enjoy the finished product – or not, as the case may be. 


‘Let’s Go to the Movies’ sing ‘Daddy’ Warbucks and the young eponymous heroine of the 1982 musical Annie. It’s a fine idea – and the underlying message of this book. Cinema has created a galaxy of stars (and superstars) since its tentative beginnings a hundred or so years ago. Countless directors, writers, composers, artists, cameramen and other technicians have displayed their distinguished talents on the big screen. Only a few can be mentioned in this brief celebration of cinema, though hopefully enough to send moviegoers down some hitherto unfamiliar paths.


In the year between writing this book and its publication thousands of new films will have been produced (close to 600 in Hollywood alone, though that is only half the annual output of India’s vast movie industry). Not all of them will get distribution or be worth watching, but plenty will. Some may in time become classics, others will certainly warrant a second or third viewing. Happily, our appetite for cinema shows little sign of diminishing, with a new crop of movies to feast on every year.









CHAPTER 1


THE FLICKERING IMAGE


Of all the arts, the cinema is the most important for us.


VLADIMIR ILYICH LENIN


The American Thomas Alva Edison has harvested most of the credit for inventing moving pictures, though in fact it was a collaborative effort involving many European pioneers over a period of half a century or more. Indeed the process might be said to have started with the development of the magic lantern in the seventeenth century.


In 1876, Edison had come up with the phonograph. Now, with his brilliant assistant W. K. Laurie Dickson alongside (some film historians believe the bulk of the credit should indeed go to Dickson), he threw himself into the task of inventing a visual equivalent, a mechanical device that would project moving pictures.


The result of their combined endeavours, the kinetoscope, went on display in 1894 and took America by storm. The breakthrough had come a few years earlier with the development by Eastman Kodak of flexible celluloid film, the use of which was crucial to Edison’s design. By looking through the peephole of the machine the viewer could see images of people or things in motion. It was jerky and grainy, but it was a moving picture.




The zoetrope


In 1834 a British mathematician, William George Horner, created the zoetrope (from the Greek zoe, meaning ‘life’, and tropos, ‘turning’). Horner’s popular optical toy was in the form of an open-topped cylinder or drum, with a number of equally spaced vertical slits around the side. On the inner surface of the drum was a sequence of pictures. As the drum revolved the viewer peered through the slits at the pictures opposite, the rotating images giving the illusion of moving action. When Francis Ford Coppola and George Lucas set up their Californian film company in 1969, they called it American Zoetrope.





Moving pictures


Hundreds of kinetoscopes flooded onto the market and were set up in penny arcades and peep-show parlours. The visual content, produced in Edison’s own studio, included erotic dances, slapstick routines and boxing bouts. With people queuing up to view at a penny a pop, the money poured in, and Edison the businessman was at first content to leave it at that, believing that to project his ‘movies’ onto a larger screen for an audience to see together would simply reduce the market. However, as others moved in to capitalise on his invention and projection equipment improved, Edison changed tactics and sanctioned the screening of his material, initially in vaudeville theatres where for a while the new attraction eclipsed even the most celebrated stage acts.


European pioneers weren’t far behind, with Robert Paul in London and the Lumière brothers in Paris heading the pack. Auguste and Louis Lumière had been in the photographic business for years with a large factory in Lyon. In 1895, in the spacious basement of the Grand Café in Paris, they staged ‘Lumière’s Cinematograph’: a programme of ten short scenes, each a few minutes in length, filmed in and around Lyon. The audience was astonished and thrilled in equal measure, watching the humdrum daily events on the screen as if they were miracles from on high.




Fire hazard


Paris was the scene of cinema’s first major tragedy. In 1897 a demonstration of the cinematograph, a combined motion picture camera and projector recently invented in France, was the highlight of a large charity bazaar in the nation’s capital. The cream of Parisian society attended the event, which took place in a low-slung wooden building specially constructed for the occasion. The projectionist’s assistant struck a match while a lamp nearby was being filled with ether. Within minutes the building was an inferno. The death toll was a shocking 121.
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The nickelodeon


By the turn of the century vaudeville theatres had largely given up on showing moving pictures and reverted to their staple music-hall fare. New venues, typically small halls or converted stores, began to crop up throughout urban America. They became known as nickelodeons, so-called because the entrance fee was five cents (a nickel). Many of the early establishments were dingy, cramped and smelly, often a haven for drunks and tramps. But standards gradually improved and for a city’s poorest class, which included a swelling number of immigrants, the nickelodeon became a welcome – and often informative – distraction from the miserable daily grind (the rural population had to make do with travelling film shows, if anything at all). A show lasted a mere 15 to 20 minutes, much of it just filmed fragments, and it soon became clear that something more substantial was needed to satisfy the audience’s growing appetite.


Groundbreakers


The lead came from France in the person of Georges Méliès, a popular stage magician and proprietor of a theatre in Paris, who saw the possibilities of film as an extension of the world of illusion. Practising with a camera acquired from Louis Lumière, he conjured up various innovative techniques, including the dissolve, fade-out, fast and slow motion, and double exposure – though the latter probably happened more by luck than judgement. He began to make films that told stories, starting in 1900 with a truncated version of Cinderella. Two years later came Le voyage dans la lune (The Trip to the Moon), inspired by the novels of Jules Verne and H. G. Wells. It was the way forward.


The Great Train Robbery, made in 1903 by Edwin S. Porter, is recognised as America’s first real movie. Lasting just 11 minutes and shot in New Jersey, it is a story of the Wild West and packs a lot of action into its brief span. Porter, who was both director and cameraman, used a number of new techniques in making the film, which was predictably a huge success and followed on from his even shorter but equally inventive Life of an American Fireman. Storytelling now became a feature of American films but, despite Porter’s lead, most productions were very stagy with actors shot full length by a camera in a fixed position. In the absence of dialogue the characters gesticulated in an exaggerated fashion and what subtitles there were added little to the audience’s appreciation of what they were watching.


It was time for the new medium to find a style of its own.


The Birth of a Nation


Kentucky-born David Wark Griffith became the most influential film-maker of his time. He made over a hundred one-reel films for the Biograph Company, taking the medium to another level and in the process recruiting a roster of young actors who would go on to become stars of the silent screen. It was D. W. Griffith who first changed the camera angle during the course of a scene and introduced the closeup, thus ridding performances of much of their theatricality. His close collaborator in all of this was cameraman G. W. (‘Billy’) Bitzer. Developing his narrative technique, Griffith moved on to two-reelers (20 minutes of screen time), though the bosses at Biograph feared that anything longer would exhaust the audience’s interest.


In 1913, frustrated by Biograph’s reluctance to invest in bigger productions, Griffith switched companies and headed out to Hollywood to make America’s first major epic, The Birth of a Nation. Based on Thomas E. Dixon’s successful novel The Clansman, the film tells the story of the American Civil War and its aftermath, but from a distinctly Southern perspective. Amazingly, given its battle scenes and many different locations, the entire film (all 165 minutes of it) was shot with one camera and by one cameraman, the formidable Billy Bitzer. For one sequence Bitzer had to lie flat on the ground operating his camera while horses leapt over him. The film opened in New York in 1915 and was a sensational success.




Presidential rating


The Birth of a Nation was the first film ever to be shown at the White House. President Woodrow Wilson, who was given a private viewing in March 1915, was hugely impressed with the film, commenting afterwards: ‘It is like writing history with lightning, and my one regret is that it is all so terribly true.’ It was a statement he would come to regret when the film was heavily criticised for its denigrating portrayal of the black community and its glorification of the Ku Klux Klan.
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Hooray for Hollywood


The movie business (not yet an industry) had been mainly centred in New York and in West Orange, New Jersey, where the Edison studio was located. In 1909 a Chicago filmmaker, Colonel William Selig (the title was phoney), built Hollywood’s first studio on the site of a Chinese laundry. The climate, space and cheap real estate were powerful inducements and more and more companies transferred to the Californian sunshine. Universal was the first major studio to set up shop there, in 1915. Paramount, Fox, United Artists, Warner Brothers, MGM and Columbia followed over the next few years.


Their stars became household names – from the Latin lover Rudolph Valentino to the slapstick duo Laurel and Hardy; from the swashbuckling Douglas Fairbanks to the gunslinging Tom Mix; from ‘America’s sweetheart’ Mary Pickford to the ‘It Girl’ Clara Bow. Many actors destined to become superstars in talkies cut their teeth in silent films – Clark Gable, Gary Cooper, Cary Grant, Marlene Dietrich and Greta Garbo among them.


The lure of fame and fortune had actors and aspiring actors flooding into Hollywood, along with writers, directors, artists, stuntmen and all manner of hangers-on. Everybody, it seemed, wanted to work in the film factory.
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Exit Rudy


More than 100,000 people, most of them women, lined the streets of New York in August 1926 for the funeral of Rudolph Valentino, the ‘Great Lover’ of the silent screen. Several female fans, and at least one male, committed suicide. Distraught women stormed the funeral chapel where his body lay at rest and had to be forcibly rebuffed by police. The actor’s coffin was surrounded by an honour guard of young men dressed Fascist-style in black shirts, alongside them lay a large wreath purportedly from the Italian dictator Mussolini, inscribed ‘From Benito’ — a publicity stunt drummed up by the funeral home’s press agent.
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Silent classics


Directors, many of whom would be making films for decades to come, were learning their craft on the job and producing some landmark movies in the process. Foremost among them was Cecil B. DeMille, a stage actor before switching to a career behind the camera. DeMille directed the first feature-length film to be shot in Hollywood itself, The Squaw Man (1914), a Western that he would go on to remake twice: first in 1918, again as a silent film, and then in 1931 as a talkie. He pioneered the biblical epic with his mammoth productions of The Ten Commandments (1923) and The King of Kings (1927), about Jesus Christ, spectacularly bringing to life stories that his cinema audience had grown up with. He successfully returned to the story of The Ten Commandments in 1956, this time in colour and with sound, and with Charlton Heston as Moses. DeMille, an inveterate showman, appeared as himself in Billy Wilder’s 1950 classic Sunset Boulevard, in which Gloria Swanson, a star of the silent era (both in the film and in real life) has the immortal line: ‘All right, Mr DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up.’


Europe’s film industry wasn’t far behind (indeed it was sometimes ahead), producing in the twenties some of cinema’s all-time classics. Robert Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, made in Germany in 1920, has been described as the first true horror film. Seven years later another German director, Fritz Lang (who would move to Hollywood and make many distinguished films there), created the visionary scifi feature, Metropolis. From the Soviet Union came Sergei Eisenstein’s revolutionary masterpiece The Battleship Potemkin (1925), with its famous Odessa Steps sequence, while the French actor and director Abel Gance turned the spotlight on another period of history with his monumental epic Napoleon (1927). In the UK a promising young director made his mark with a tense thriller called The Lodger (1926). His name was Alfred Hitchcock.


Sweeping clean


In the 1920s, Hollywood was rocked by a series of scandals. One of its foremost comedy stars, the oversize Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle, was arrested on a rape charge following the death of a young actress named Virginia Rappe during a 48-hour orgy at a San Francisco hotel. A few months later, in February 1922, director William Desmond Taylor was murdered at his luxurious Beverly Hills home. Police discovered a cache of pornography and evidence of sexual involvement with two movie favourites, Mabel Normand and Mary Miles Minter, including a closet full of the latter’s monogrammed underwear. The following year, the popular star Wallace Reid died in a padded cell, a victim of drug addiction. No one was ever convicted for the Taylor murder and, after three trials in four months, Roscoe Arbuckle was declared innocent, though the scandal destroyed his career.


The public backlash against the industry alarmed studio bosses, who decided to recruit someone to clean up Hollywood’s act. The man they chose was Will H. Hays, a Presbyterian elder and former Postmaster General in the American government. The self-righteous, narrow-minded lawyer was given a free hand by his employers. He had ‘morality clauses’ written into actors’ contracts threatening termination for any transgression. More damagingly, he introduced a sweeping code of censorship that unhealthily sanitised film production and promotion. The so-called Production Code creatively shackled American film-makers well into the sixties.


Sticking to the Code


The infamous Production Code of 1930 comprised 13 subjects of regulation, including Crime, Sex, Vulgarity, Religion, Costume and National Feelings. Not all of it was absurd but much of it was. Themes that are accepted as normal in today’s cinema were absolutely taboo. There was to be no nakedness, no passionate love scenes; ‘impure love’ such as adultery was not to be made appealing or be the subject of comedy. Crime could not be seen to pay and those who indulged in gambling or any other vice had to either see the light or come to a sticky end. Public officials could not be ridiculed and vulgar gestures and any semblance of bad language were outlawed. Just run that short list of restrictions against any number of modern movies and you can see how severely reigned-in were the film-makers of the time.


Movie scripts had to be cleared in advance by the regulators of the Code, who would demand all manner of cuts, some of them patently ridiculous. In the draft script for an early Otto Preminger film, for example, the director was requested to drop the customary kiss on both cheeks between two Frenchmen on the grounds that it might suggest homosexuality. To eliminate profanity, screenwriters were helpfully given a list of 28 prohibited words that included ‘gawd’, ‘whore’, ‘damn’ and ‘hot’ (in reference to a woman). Even William Shakespeare was not above censure, as Laurence Olivier discovered when he embarked on his 1944 production of Henry V. The word ‘bastard’, legitimately used by the Bard to describe someone born out of wedlock, was blue-pencilled by the censor.


The Production Code remained in place for 36 years, though there was some relaxation as time went on. Occasionally a film-maker would manage to get something past the censor. In Alfred Hitchcock’s 1946 thriller Notorious, Cary Grant and Ingrid Bergman are locked into a two-and-a-half-minute kiss, vastly exceeding the three-second maximum permitted by the Code. The canny director achieved this by having his loving couple pause every few seconds before swiftly re-engaging, so that the overall effect is of a continuous bout.


Talking pictures


The Jazz Singer, starring Al Jolson, was premiered in New York on 6 October 1927. Made by Warner Brothers, it was the first full-length feature film to contain synchronised dialogue, though much of the movie was silent. Audiences also heard the star of the film sing three songs. It was enough to herald the end of the silent era.


For the studio, which had been going through tough times, it was more than a lifeline. It turned their fortunes around. Staking everything on the Vitaphone sound-on-disc system, one of several that had been developed in the rush to create talking pictures, they had stolen a march on their competitors (with the Vitaphone process the soundtrack was not printed on the film but recorded at 33 1/3rpm onto a series of discs that were played on a turntable attached to the projector while the movie was in progress). Sadly none of the four fraternal Warners was there to witness their triumph. The day before the premiere Sam Warner died of pneumonia and his three brothers hastened back to LA for the funeral.


The transition from silent movies to talkies was a gradual affair that took place over a number of years. None of the numerous competing technologies was perfect. Recording discs were fragile, cumbersome and unusable after 20 or so screenings. Actors (along with directors and technicians) had to learn new skills, always assuming they had acceptable voices – and by no means all of them did. And to complicate matters further, few cinemas had adequate sound facilities.


Some films, like The Jazz Singer, were half-talkie, half-silent. Other hybrids had some sound effects and music, but no audible speech. Nevertheless, by the end of the twenties it was clear to even the most diehard sceptic that talking pictures were here to stay. A cinema billboard of the time captured the mood:


 


PAUL MUNI IN ‘SEVEN FACES’ – ALL TALKING!




Breaking the silence


The 1928 Paramount movie The Shopworn Angel, starring Gary Cooper and Nancy Carroll, aimed to cash in on the new craze for sound. A naive young soldier about to go off to war is taken up by a hard-boiled showgirl, a dalliance that leads to true love. Nancy Carroll can be heard singing the film’s theme song over the opening credits and there are sound effects throughout the remaining 80 minutes, but there is no spoken dialogue until the closing moments of the movie. In the final scene, where the two lovers get married, the film’s co-stars can be heard for the first time, uttering just two words apiece – and the same two words at that:


‘I do.’





Timeline to the talkies
















	1834


	British mathematician William George Horner invents the zoetrope.







	1878


	Pioneering English photographer Eadweard Muybridge captures images of animals and people in motion.
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