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PROLOGUE


A genteel murmur presided in the dining room of the Carlyle Hotel, at Seventy-sixth and Madison Avenue, on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. There was, naturally, a certain bustle at breakfast as the well-groomed patrons of this refined enclave made their way to the buffet table. But there was none of the purposeful table-hopping that was so noticeable at Park Avenue’s Regency Hotel, known for the “power breakfasts” of its Wall Street and entertainment industry clientele. Discretion ruled the Carlyle, where the bellhops wore white gloves and the opulence was obvious yet understated, and the mood cheery yet subdued.


Dominating the center of the room was a huge Japanese iron vase filled with a luxurious spray of bright flowers. The walls were covered with subtle brown linen velvet and nineteenth-century English hunting prints. For more intimate conversation, one could move into one of the smaller offshoots of the main room—into the smoking room, with its fussy, fabric-lined walls and floral prints by the eighteenth century French artist Pierre-Joseph Redoute, or into the “Chinese room,” named for its decorative Oriental silk screens. Everything was just so. The china was Villeroy and Boch, the silver was Chambly. The Louis XV furniture completed the sensation that manners as well as money still mattered here.


This stronghold of luxe Victoriana was one of the few places in New York City circa 1990 where Tom Wolfe didn’t look like an anachronism. Dressed, distinctively as always, in a three-piece gray-plaid suit, a cream-colored shirt with an old-fashioned high-necked cut, and shoes designed to look as though they sported spats, he spoke in a mild voice, touched slightly by a Virginia accent. With his soft, pale face and fine, graying hair, the author appeared delicate, slightly otherworldly.


It was difficult to connect this frail, courtly gentleman with the glinting satirical wit that had made him one of the most famous writers in America. Could this meticulous dandy really be the same man who composed the sixth spoken line in the best-selling novel The Bonfire of the Vanities: “Heh-heggggggggggggggggghhhhh-hhhhhhhhhh!” That was it. The entire thought. “Heh-heggggggg-gggggggggghhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” And Bonfire was only the latest example of Wolfe’s singular style. For twenty-five years as a journalist he’d gleefully jabbed at the pretensions of the American middle and upper classes—especially the New York intelligentsia. He’d merrily debunked The New Yorker, the Bauhaus movement, liberal chic, and Freud with uniquely rambunctious prose and enthusiastic punctuation.


That morning the slender, contradictory man was eating grain cereal with stewed fruit and speaking in a thoughtful, slightly formal fashion about how the people from Hollywood were progressing with the movie version of The Bonfire of the Vanities. He mentioned diplomatically that they were being attentive to details.


“I must confess I get my shoes made at New & Lingwood,” Wolfe said, dropping the name of the London fabricator of two-thousand-dollar-a-pair men’s shoes with his cultivated mixture of snobbery and modesty. “And the salesman was here in New York, and he said that Tom Hanks had arrived and wanted two pairs of shoes for the movie—Tom Hanks or whoever was buying shoes for him—and asked the salesman what kind should we get? And the salesman says, ‘Well, in the book it says half-brogues,’ and the movie person says, ‘Okay, give us those.’ I was rather impressed by that because, unless they make a point of it in the script to have the camera focus on the shoes, who’s going to know? You have to have a very picky eye like myself to sit around and figure out where the shoes are from. They seem to be concerned with accuracy—in certain respects.”


He wasn’t willing to criticize the moviemakers—just yet. “I think it’s bad manners in the Southern sense to be sharp and critical of it,” he said. “I did cash the check.” However, with his good Southern manners the author had made it clear to the Hollywood people right after he accepted the $750,000 they paid him for the rights to his book that he didn’t want to have anything to do with the making of their movie.


“To tell the truth, I’ve never wanted to write any script based on something I’ve done,” he said. “From my standpoint it’s too bad that movies don’t run nine or ten hours. The way I constructed the book, almost every chapter was meant to be a vignette of something else in New York as well as something that might advance the story, and to me one was as important as the other.”


The author paused briefly. “It’s a fairly simple story. It’s not a complicated story. But I wanted there to be all these slices, one after another. Not that I gave very much thought to how the movie could be made, but I never could see how you could do that.”


Tom Wolfe found the title for his novel The Bonfire of the Vanities in the story of Girolamo Savonarola, the fifteenth-century Florentine monk whose crusade against secular temptation won him a huge cult following. The zealous Savonarola convinced his followers that, in return for the privilege of living in Florence, God’s chosen city, they had a moral duty to cleanse themselves of earthly distractions. Conducting a house-to-house search, Savonarola’s most devoted followers, mostly adolescent boys, would collect the earthly manifestations of spiritual decline—jewels, gold, pictures, sculptures, playing cards, musical instruments, perfumes, powders, wigs, and books—and then burn these forbidden items, known as the “vanities,” in a bonfire in the town square.


Before long, though, this pious undertaking took on a carnival atmosphere. Savonarola’s young minions, wearing white robes and olive wreaths and carrying red crosses, would lead the faithful through the streets toward the square, whipping their collective urge for purity to a feverish pitch. As the bonfire billowed, the crowd sang hymns and danced wildly. The Bonfire of the Vanities had become a form of entertainment.


For a time a great many people were caught up in this orgy of asceticism. Then, as monkish rivals began denouncing Savonarola as a heretic and a barbarian, the Florentines tired of the repetitive purification rites. Inevitably Savonarola’s teachings fell out of favor and he himself was publicly burned.


The story of Savonarola had always intrigued Tom Wolfe, who had taken it upon himself at a relatively early age to become the mocker of vanity as practiced in America in the second half of the twentieth century. Wolfe didn’t explain the roots of his provocative title anywhere in his book, however. He’d considered including an epilogue explaining the title’s origins but finally decided against it. Even Tom Wolfe hesitated to identify himself with the man who was burned at the stake for his convictions.


But Wolfe was never immolated for his cautionary tale. On the contrary, his first novel, published when he was fifty-six years old, achieved legendary success. Pundits hailed Wolfe as a prophetic writer, and his satiric story of the fallen mighty was taken as an apocalyptic warning in the guise of amusing popular fiction. There were naysayers, to be sure, but their voices were buried by the avalanche of praise.


As it turned out, the wrath of public opinion was reserved for those who dared to tamper with Wolfe’s novel. In the end it was the heretics from Hollywood who went up in flames.













PART I



Pre-production












Chapter 1


THE DEVIL’S CANDY


On January 12, 1990, a cold Friday afternoon, Tom Hanks met with Brian De Palma in the comfortable old apartment on Lower Fifth Avenue the director used as an office. The room where they sat was small and sunny with a number of books and a curved Formica desk that held De Palma’s computer and telephone.


Tom Hanks was seated next to a plaster Madonna that had been a prop in De Palma’s film “Wise Guys.” The actor was dressed in black jeans, a black shirt buttoned to the neck, and a black jacket. He had just met with the costume designer for “The Bonfire of the Vanities” and was reporting in. He touched his dark, wavy hair. “She talked about lightening my hair up a little bit, which I’ve done before,” he said matter-of-factly. “I had lighter hair in ‘Dragnet.’”


De Palma was also dressed in black—a black cashmere sweater and black slacks, with New Balance sneakers. He was a large, imposing man with a bald spot and a short, graying beard. He nodded slightly and waited. Though Hanks was the star of the film and his salary was twice as much as De Palma’s, he seemed eager to please. “We talked about some process that won’t alter my scalp permanently,” Hanks continued, and then added earnestly, “I will do it if you think we must for the picture.”


But De Palma hadn’t called Hanks downtown to discuss his hair. Warner Bros. had plans to release “The Bonfire of the Vanities” by Christmas and as of January 12 the movie didn’t have a starting date for production and many crucial parts hadn’t been cast. Perhaps the most critical of these parts was that of Maria Ruskin, the mistress of bond trader Sherman McCoy, who would be played by Tom Hanks. Maria is the young Southern wife of a rich, elderly man and the catalyst to Sherman’s downfall. Tom Wolfe had described her as “something from another galaxy,” a seductive composite of clothes, shoes, a style of walking, all “calculated to provoke maximum envy and resentment.” Tom Hanks would have to make a convincing show of making love to the actress chosen to play Maria.


Warner Bros. and De Palma had wanted Michelle Pfeiffer to play the part, but she’d turned it down. At De Palma’s suggestion, the studio then began negotiating with Melanie Griffith. De Palma had directed Griffith before and thought she had the potential to make Maria a sparkly bad girl. The thirty-three-year-old actress had been a semianonymous starlet seven years earlier when De Palma cast her as a saucy porn star called Holly Body in his suspense picture “Body Double.” De Palma liked the work she’d done on that film, but he didn’t like what it took to get it out of her. Griffith had been a whine and a nag and she liked to get high. Since then she’d gotten off the drugs and alcohol and become an established star, which meant working with her could be easier—or more difficult. He told Warner Bros. not to close a deal with Griffith until he was sure she was the best Maria they could get.


So, while Warner Bros. stalled on Griffith’s contract, Brian De Palma looked for Maria in New York. When he met Uma Thurman, the nineteen-year-old actress who had made her sensational debut in the film “Dangerous Liaisons,” he thought he might have found her. He asked Tom Hanks what he thought. Hanks said Thurman was too young for the part, that the obvious choice was Griffith. But De Palma kept saying to him, “Uma’s so beautiful. Like Veronica Lake.” Hanks agreed to read at her audition.


The movie’s original producer, Peter Guber, had his own vision of Maria. As he sat in his office and talked about her, Guber would smack his hands together and keep them clutched, as though he were holding the very idea of Maria between his palms.


“This woman, Maria, she’s the devil’s candy,” he said. “This woman’s the devil’s candy. You know, the apple… in… in… ‘Little Red Riding Hood’! When the guys see her in the audience, the guys have gotta go, ‘Unnnnnnh!’” He made a gesture that approximated the yanking of a gear shift. “‘I think I might risk my career, my business to get into that!’ ”


As he considered who might play Maria, he said, “The girl, whoever she is, she’s a good actress, that’s all important, great, great, great. But if it’s gotta be… just… it’s just gotta operate on a visceral sexual level. This is the Eve’s apple. If you don’t see that, you don’t see the picture.”


Tom Wolfe had introduced Maria by showing her effect on Sherman McCoy: on the pretext of taking the family dachshund for a walk, Sherman leaves his Park Avenue apartment and ventures into a drenching rainstorm just so he can call his mistress from a pay phone. Trying to imagine what kind of woman could make a man like Sherman act in such an obviously irrational way set Guber off again. “The second he’s out the door he’s got an erection, just thinking about that girl! You know what I mean? We could have gone with an unknown girl if she had that quality. I wouldn’t have gone with, for example, Meryl Streep. No way! She’s attractive, she’s attractive…” He didn’t want to insult Meryl Streep by articulating exactly what it was he thought she lacked. “She’s attractive, but would you want to—” He interrupted himself and then answered his own unspoken question. “No way! You wouldn’t! You wouldn’t want to! She doesn’t have that Rita Hayworth thing—” He interrupted himself once more. “It’s gotta be, she’s gotta be the devil’s candy!”


Monica Goldstein, De Palma’s assistant, tapped on the door to the director’s office and ushered in Uma Thurman. Thurman was very tall and very slender. She was wearing a tiny, snug brown skirt, black tights, and a short jacket, all of which only emphasized her endlessly long legs. Her face had the startling ageless beauty of a classical statue.


The nineteen-year-old actress tossed her long, straight brown hair self-consciously and avoided looking anyone in the eye, like an awkward teenager.


“Uma, Tom. Tom, Uma,” said De Palma. They nodded at each other, and Hanks mumbled something glibly polite. De Palma then introduced the casting director, Lynn Stalmaster, who had joined them for the audition. Thurman smiled, still not looking at anyone directly. De Palma got up from his chair and led the actors into the living room, which served as the audition room. It was decorated with inexpensive utilitarian furniture and posters from De Palma movies, as well as photographs of the director with various luminaries: Orson Welles, George Lucas, Michael Caine. There was also a photograph of Alfred Hitchcock, one of De Palma’s heroes. De Palma and Stalmaster took their seats on lightweight chairs.


“The jungle scene,” said De Palma.


The jungle scene begins when Maria and Sherman, having driven into the Bronx by accident, are so terrified to find themselves in this dangerous “jungle” north of Manhattan that in their haste to get out they panic and Sherman’s Mercedes-Benz fishtails and hits a young black man they think is trying to mug them. Maria, who is driving, doesn’t stop to see if he is hurt or not, and she hotfoots it home. In the safety of the apartment she sublets for her rendezvous with Sherman, she calms her guilt-ridden lover by treating the incident as if it were an adventure—an erotic adventure.


Hanks and Thurman stood in the middle of the room and began the scene. Hanks, who is close to six feet tall, looked almost directly into Thurman’s eyes—and she was wearing flats. He clutched yellow script pages in his hand.


Thurman’s hands were empty; she already knew her lines. She peeled off her jacket, revealing a black leotard scooped low to expose the voluptuous swell of her breasts and clinging tightly to her reed-thin waist and concave tummy. None of the three men showed any sign of being affected.


As Thurman began to say her lines in a sultry Southern accent, all traces of awkwardness disappeared. She really seemed to have become somebody else: a sexy, self-assured woman called Maria.


“We were in the jungle… we were attacked… we fought our way out.” Thurman exhaled her lines as she slithered over Hanks as though she’d been greased.


Hanks, his arms full of lissome young woman, was having a hard time finding his place in the script. He went through his responses to Maria not exactly by rote, but not exactly with great conviction either. The scene ended with Thurman stroking him and moaning Maria’s final lines, “Don’t think. Just fuck…”


Then it was over and they disentangled themselves and looked across the room at De Palma, who was already on his feet, moving toward them.


His commentary was terse. “Very good, but stand like this, Uma.” The large, bearded man struck a comically slinky pose, which Thurman obediently mimicked. On her, it looked seductive.


As Hanks and Thurman went through the scene again, De Palma watched impassively from across the room. Though he focused his attention intently on the actors in front of him, his face registered no emotion. He controlled the room the way a psychiatrist might, absorbing information without divulging anything. His intense concentration conveyed the message that he was absolutely in command.


Directors are intimidating by the very nature of their job, though some assume the position of authority more gently than others. These approachable types openly welcome comments from their collaborators and make an effort to appear warm and friendly. Others, however, abuse their power, using it as an excuse for outbursts of sarcasm and hysteria, even cruelty.


De Palma was neither approachable nor abusive. He never ranted and he rarely socialized, which made him all the more forbidding. At work he was the remote patriarch, the leader whose very aloofness made his approval especially hard to discern and especially desirable. Few people could read him. Was he simply rude, or was he so absorbed in his own thoughts about the day’s work that he couldn’t be distracted by ordinary civility? When he remembered to be polite, the words sounded awkward, as though he were lip-synching phrases from a foreign language.


Forty minutes later, after watching Thurman and Hanks perform the jungle scene two more times, and another scene called the party scene three times, De Palma said stiffly to Thurman, “That was very good, Uma.” She grabbed her bag, yanked on her coat, shook hands with Hanks and Stalmaster, and then quickly kissed De Palma on the cheek and left.


De Palma stared momentarily at the space where she had been a moment before, then stood and jerked his head in the direction of his office. By the time Stalmaster and Hanks realized they were to follow him, the director had already seated himself behind his desk.


The audition had convinced De Palma that he shouldn’t rush to sign Melanie Griffith until he’d had a chance to see Thurman with Hanks on film. Before he decided, however, he wanted to hear from Hanks and Stalmaster.


“Well?” asked the director.


Hanks went first. “When she walked in here I was stunned,” he said in the friendly yet guarded tone that was familiar from his movie roles. “She’s quite attractive, almost erotic. She certainly has a sense of play.”


De Palma countered, “With Melanie you have the natural comedic talent. Uma is sexy and funny, but she doesn’t have the natural comedic talent.”


In his politely hesitant way, Stalmaster asked, “Melanie isn’t that disciplined, is she?”


The question instigated a three-way analysis among these men of the relative merits of Griffith’s funny, squeaky voice and likability as opposed to Thurman’s freshness and beauty. They talked about the actresses much the way Frank Perdue, the mass marketer of poultry, described his chickens on television commercials: as creatures whose delectability is measured by standards both objective (weight, color) and subjective (desirability, likability). Hanks raised the delicate issue of Griffith’s “shape”; she’d had a baby just three months earlier.


Suddenly Stalmaster broke the businesslike tone of the conference. “I’m overwhelmed by Uma,” he said. “I didn’t expect this. I can’t get over it. She’s really listening.”


De Palma joined Stalmaster’s excitement. “I worked with her three hours last night. She’s very directable. Very directable.”


They looked over at their star. Hanks nodded. “All the parts fit…” He seemed about to say something else, then left the thought unfinished.


It was agreed that the following week Thurman would fly out to Los Angeles to test on film with Hanks, who lived there and who would be looping—rerecording lines that didn’t come out clearly—his most recent picture, “Joe Versus the Volcano.” Meanwhile, De Palma would continue to audition other actresses in New York.


Almost a year had passed since the producer, Peter Guber, had approached Tom Hanks at the Governor’s Ball following the 1989 Academy Awards ceremony. Guber asked him if he would like to play the critical role of the bond salesman Sherman McCoy, the lead character in “The Bonfire of the Vanities,” the man Tom Wolfe had described as the “Master of the Universe.”


Hanks thought the producer was joking. “Me?” he asked.


Guber winked and said, “We’re working on it, and I’d love you to consider it.”


Peter Guber never had a doubt. Before he hired anyone else—his writer, his director—he knew who his star had to be. He had one choice, and he made it the instant he read the book: Tom Hanks. “With Sherman McCoy I saw a character I could empathize with,” said the producer, who was best known in the business for his talent at sniffing out interesting projects and for his tendency to distance himself from them when they didn’t work out. “I have been at the edge where just one little event could unravel me. And I realized there was part of me in Sherman McCoy. So I felt that even though this was a character who went downhill the whole way, the other characters are worse than him. So here’s a character where you can root for him even though he’s bad, because the other characters are worse!”


In choosing Hanks, Guber was taking head-on the central problem The Bonfire of the Vanities presented the studios. The book was populated by unlikable characters, whose sole purpose was to illustrate the greed and ambition that propelled New York through the go-go eighties. It was axiomatic in the film business that unlikable characters were box office poison. Guber saw Hanks as the perfect solution—and eventually he brought Warner Bros. and Brian De Palma around to his point of view.


De Palma wasn’t sure about Hanks at first. He thought the actor might be too young. He’d been toying with the notion of using Steve Martin, an older comic actor who might bring maturity to the role as well as the humanity Guber was after. The studio’s choice for a time was Tom Cruise, who was even younger than Hanks but a bigger star.


But Guber would hear of no one else. He would call the director and the executives and chant: “Tom Hanks, Tom Hanks, Tom Hanks, Tom Hanks, Tom Hanks.” To Guber, the choice was obvious. “You look at this arrogant rich guy and you know that somewhere in his past he was a likable kid. Tom Hanks brings that to it. You’re waiting for him to fulfill your best expectations, not your worst expectations. So as he loses everything, he loses the arrogance, and you begin to think, See, I was right!”


Guber had a talent for finding parallels in unlikely places, and he found one in the casting of Tab Hunter in “Damn Yankees,” the story of a man who sells his soul to play center field for the Yankees. As Guber saw it, Sherman McCoy sold his soul to be Master of the Universe and he had to pay the price to the devil at the end. “The devil wanted a big price,” said Guber. “I thought that was a great way to look at this film. And Tom Hanks was the vehicle.”


Hanks had been surprised at Guber’s offer, even though the actor was well aware that his status in the industry had grown immeasurably with the success of “Splash,” in which he played a man who fell in love with a mermaid. By the time Guber sought him out at the Academy Awards, Hanks had become even more desirable. He had starred in the hit movie “Big,” a comedy about a twelve-year-old boy trapped in the body of a thirty-five-year-old man. “Big” was one of the most successful pictures of 1988. It won Hanks an Oscar nomination and drove his asking price to $5 million.


The thirty-three-year-old actor had read Tom Wolfe’s book and had imagined Sherman McCoy as someone older, a man in control, a man quite different from the light comic characters Hanks specialized in. But he was willing to suspend his doubts. He had made thirteen films before “Bonfire,” and none of them held the promise of this one, the movie version of a book that had influenced the national consciousness. This role could establish Hanks as a serious dramatic actor. For once he wouldn’t be playing Joe Regular, the ordinary guy in an extraordinary situation. Sherman McCoy was a man who grasped for the world and briefly had it in the palm of his hand before his fall from grace.


Hanks understood that with his pug nose and boyish demeanor, he wasn’t the obvious choice for Sherman. Someone like William Hurt, whose refined features and fine blond hair implied a certain kind of Wasp lineage, was the obvious choice. From the beginning, Hanks knew that taking the part was a risk. “The idea of me playing Sherman McCoy is a huge, massive crapshoot,” he said. “Maybe I’m perfect, maybe I’m absolutely wrong.” He figured it was always risky casting the film version of a best-selling literary work about which millions of people had strong feelings. The result could be a monument like “Gone With the Wind,” or a dud like “The Fountainhead.”


Hanks left De Palma’s office that Friday right after he agreed to test with Thurman in L.A. As soon as the actor was out the door De Palma put in a call to Mark Canton, the head of production at Warner Bros. De Palma reported that the audition with Thurman had gone well and asked Canton if he could prolong the negotiations with Griffith another week, while they tested Thurman on film. Canton had only two questions, which De Palma answered.


“No, no, that’s no problem. There’s no age problem,” said De Palma. “No, no, they’re the same height. Tom is pretty tall.”


Canton was satisfied that Thurman wasn’t disqualified for reasons of age and height, and the subject seemed closed. They’d see how Thurman looked with Hanks on film. Two days later, on Sunday evening, De Palma took Hanks and his wife, the actress Rita Wilson, out to dinner, and Uma Thurman’s name was never mentioned.


But Hanks hadn’t told De Palma what he really thought of Thurman. During the rehearsal he kept waiting for that electric moment, for that crackling of dialogue that meant two actors had really connected. It never happened, in Hanks’s opinion. He left the audition convinced that Thurman was wrong for the part. It was inconceivable to him that a man like Sherman McCoy could be so done in by a woman like Maria if Uma Thurman was that woman. Sherman might get a hard-on for her, but that would last maybe a day, he thought. Acting with Thurman had felt like being in a high school play. Griffith, at least, would bring the unexpected to the part, something serendipitous, something exciting.


He hadn’t expressed his reservations to De Palma and Stalmaster because he knew it was tricky for an actor to interfere in these matters. He didn’t know De Palma very well yet and didn’t want to start off their relationship by contradicting him. On the other hand, if someone from the studio asked his opinion, he’d say what he thought. And he knew someone would ask his opinion because according to the terms of his contract the studio had to ask him. The studio executives might not have to listen to him, but Hanks also knew they would be unlikely to make a choice that would make their leading man cranky before filming even began.


On Tuesday morning, January 16, De Palma was back in his office auditioning actors for many roles. He watched five more actresses read for the part of Maria, even though the field had pretty much been narrowed to Griffith and Thurman. That meant he had heard the jungle scene eighteen times and the party scene twelve times (if the actress didn’t have a chance, he didn’t bother having her read the party scene a third time). Every time an actress left the room—a new one arrived every fifteen minutes—he leaned back in his chair and sighed.


At 11:45 A.M. he was leaning back in his chair and sighing when Monica Goldstein poked her head in the door to report that she’d gotten a call from California from Fred Caruso, De Palma’s line producer: Hanks didn’t want to test with Thurman and the studio was upset. It wasn’t clear from the message whether the studio was upset with Hanks for refusing to test with Thurman, or upset with De Palma for inadvertently upsetting the star.


De Palma turned to stone. “If Tom had a problem with Uma, why didn’t he talk to me,” he said, staring at the plaster Madonna facing him from across the room.


He turned to Goldstein, a small, intense woman in her early thirties. “Get him on the phone and get Lucy Fisher on the phone.”


Lucy Fisher was the Warner Bros. executive in charge of “Bonfire”; not surprisingly, she couldn’t be reached right away. It wouldn’t do to be immediately available.


De Palma frequently growled about the duplicity and gamesmanship that were part of the ordinary course of business in Hollywood. But he was a survivor and had survived by playing the game. So he went to lunch, knowing that sitting by the telephone waiting for Fisher to call back could be interpreted as a sign of weakness.


De Palma had lunch at Il Cantinori, a Greenwich Village restaurant that specialized in serving well-prepared food and making its customers feel as though they were dining at a friendly country inn rather than an expensive enclave for wealthy businesspeople and celebrities. A creature of habit, De Palma tended to eat within a few blocks of his home when he was in New York, at exclusive restaurants like Il Cantinori or the Gotham Bar and Grill, or at the far more casual Elephant and Castle. He didn’t demand much: good food, good cappuccino, and a smoking section. He was dieting, so lunch consisted of a bowl of minestrone, a bottle of Pellegrino mineral water, and three cappuccinos, each sweetened with two packets of Sweet ’n Low.


When he returned to his office, Lucy Fisher returned his call. The executive spent twenty minutes doing what studio executives do. She tried to make De Palma happy without making Tom Hanks unhappy, and to arrange it so that their mutual happiness didn’t detract from the bottom line of the movie. Fisher was under considerable pressure as it was becoming clearer every day how difficult it would be to make the scheduled Christmas release date.


De Palma spoke in the quiet, firm voice that parents use to let their children know they aren’t kidding around, that they are in control and don’t need to yell. “Number one. Tom should communicate with me directly. I had dinner with him on Sunday, and I didn’t hear a word. I did not like hearing information about this via his managers, through you, back to me. I know how to deal with Tom Hanks, and it annoys me the way he’s doing things.


“Number two. I don’t want you to close any deal with Melanie until I’ve tested Uma.” Now he shifted tactics by raising the specter of trouble. “The thing that disturbs me about Melanie is, she’s fragile. Right? Always.” These were words no studio executive wanted to hear. Studios didn’t want to hire someone who could be an accident waiting to happen. Problems with stars mean delays. Delays cost money.


Griffith was on location for a John Schlesinger film, “Pacific Heights.” If she were hired to play Maria, the start date of “Bonfire” would have to be delayed until April, and even then she would have to step out of one picture directly into another.


“This is going to put a lot of pressure on Melanie,” said De Palma, sitting very still behind his desk. His green eyes were glowing ominously, like something out of an early De Palma film, when he was still making stylish horror movies. “This isn’t like ‘Body Double,’ where I had her alone in a room and she didn’t have a career yet and she was malleable. If anybody can handle her, I can handle her. I don’t even know what she’s going to look like. I don’t have a clue.”


He paused, deliberately. “You never know what’s going to happen with Melanie.”


De Palma had spent many years wheeling and dealing in the movie business, and just as he knew how to instill anxiety in an executive, he also knew he shouldn’t push too hard. His voice lightened, took on the tone of a patient accountant.


“I know how Melanie will do it, it’ll work,” he said, now reassuring. “I’m more concerned about the time schedule she’s going to be on. We’ve got to move our schedule all around to deal with it, which can only wind up being expensive.”


Expensive. Bingo. He’d struck a nerve. With the movie’s original $29 million budget already pushing $35 million, Thurman would be much cheaper than Griffith, whose fee had escalated to $1 million after the success of “Working Girl.”


Fisher agreed to try to arrange the test with Thurman. “Thank you, Lucy,” said De Palma in a sugary singsong voice. “I really think this is worth looking at. I wouldn’t go to the trouble of doing it otherwise.” He hung up the phone.


“Studios,” he muttered.


Fifteen minutes later Goldstein announced that Fisher was on the phone again. Would De Palma test Lolita Davidovich? The bosomy actress had become hot that season for the way she played Gov. Earl Long’s mistress in “Blaze.”


“Sure,” said De Palma. Lolita… and Uma.


Lucy Fisher, the Warner Bros. executive, and Peter Guber, the producer, had agreed that they weren’t making an art movie when they took on “Bonfire of the Vanities.” They were making an expensive picture, though Fisher preferred to refer to it as “a big entertainment.” Fisher accepted the conventional wisdom that the studio would have to approach Wolfe’s book cautiously in order to draw the broad audience the movie would need to be profitable. Fascinating as Wolfe’s “unsympathetic” protagonists might be on the page, they were decidedly unromantic, almost always choosing pragmatism over idealism, self-interest over morality. Studio executives thought such characters spelled box office death, no matter how good the film was. “Sweet Smell of Success,” a barbed portrait of a power-hungry newspaper columnist and a venal press agent, may have been a brilliant movie but it was a commercial flop. “You have to figure out a way not to de-ball a great book, yet figure out a way to give yourself a line through it in which maybe people are slightly less complex,” Fisher said.


That idea—making the characters “slightly less complex”—explained much about Hollywood casting. Tom Hanks may not have been aristocratic, but he was likable. The actress who would play Maria would have to be sexy, and funny enough to keep her from seeming too venal. As for the third main character, Peter Fallow, everyone agreed that he would have to be very much less complex.


In the book, Fallow is a dissipated British tabloid journalist whose career is revived when he turns Sherman McCoy’s accident in the Bronx into a cause célèbre. Fallow’s stories transform Sherman into a lightning rod for the class division and racial hatred that swept through New York in the eighties. The irony, of course, is that Sherman and his class distinguish themselves from the mob by their good taste, which is, of course, modeled on British good taste—and that it is a tasteless British sod who rises to glory on Sherman’s downfall.


De Palma and the screenwriter Michael Cristofer had decided early on that the best way to capture the tone of Tom Wolfe’s exuberant language would be to have a narrator tell the story. Fallow, the writer, was the likeliest candidate. But if they were going to use a narrator, De Palma wanted him to be American. Stanley Kubrick’s adaptation of the Nabokov novel Lolita had been narrated by the British actor James Mason. De Palma had loved that movie—and it had flopped. De Palma worried that American audiences wouldn’t accept an Englishman guiding them through an American story.


The executives weren’t entirely convinced. They tried to hire John Cleese, the Monty Python actor who had had a big success with the offbeat comedy “A Fish Called Wanda.” He wasn’t available.


So they began thinking of Americans and asked Jack Nicholson if he’d like the part. He was busy. Bruce Willis heard about the role and sent word that he was interested. The thirty-five-year-old actor had become a superstar in an action picture called “Die Hard.” He couldn’t be ignored, even though every one of his forays into other kinds of movies—comedy, drama—had been unsuccessful.


Five years earlier, Willis hadn’t had a career. He was living in New York’s Hell’s Kitchen, going to unsuccessful auditions, and earning a living tending bar. Then, in 1985, he tried out for the part of a private eye on a new, idiosyncratic television series called “Moonlighting.” The show became an instant success, and Bruce Willis became a phenomenon. The working-class kid from New Jersey became completely identified with the character he played on TV, a fast-talking, charming detective.


Like Hanks, Willis said he wanted to go against type. He’d played a psychologically damaged Vietnam veteran in “In Country” and a romantic lead in “Blind Date.” The movies failed. “Bonfire” would give him another chance to expand his range—in a prestigious film based on an important book.


No studio felt it could afford to turn its back on a major star, someone who, in the right vehicle, could almost certainly draw from the most desirable demographic group—the eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds who spent more time in movie theaters than anyone else. Lucy Fisher said that she wouldn’t have considered Willis for the part of Fallow if he hadn’t been so outrageously popular. “We wanted a movie star,” she said. That wasn’t necessarily a compromise, she added. “Sometimes stars are the best people for the part, and that’s why they’re stars sometimes. People like to look at them.”


Shortly after De Palma finished his conversation with Fisher about Uma Thurman’s screen test, Monica Goldstein brought in Lena Olin, the gorgeous Swede who had played the mistress in “The Unbearable Lightness of Being” and the sexy Holocaust survivor in “Enemies: A Love Story.” Two days earlier De Palma had told Olin’s agent he could only see the actress if she had time to prepare for a formal audition. Olin was flying into New York from Santo Domingo, where she was filming Sidney Pollack’s picture “Havana,” to pick up an award from the New York Film Critics Society.


Olin walked into the room calmly, without any of the anxious flutter of the American actresses who had preceded her. Her hair had henna highlights and was hanging loose from a clip in the back; she was wearing a long, black high-necked dress and a faded jean jacket. She was the only actress auditioning for the part who hadn’t dressed for seduction, at least not in any obvious way.


As Olin settled into her chair, she seemed wholly undisturbed by the awkwardness of the situation: she hadn’t prepared, hadn’t even seen the script, had only the vaguest notion of what “Bonfire of the Vanities” was.


“Santo Domingo is awful,” she said in perfect English modified slightly by her Swedish accent. “I hate New York, but after Santo Domingo it’s wonderful. You can eat the food.” She laughed and told De Palma all about the journalists who had been interviewing her, how they seemed to think she was the Holocaust survivor she had played in “Enemies,” how they treated her as though she were a fragile creature instead of the robust, self-assured actress she was.


“My agent told me I should come to talk to you because it would be a good thing to be in a movie with Tom Hanks.” She leaned forward in her chair, toward the white Formica desk separating her and De Palma, and looked a little sheepish. “I don’t know what Tom Hanks is exactly. I hear he’s a big star in this country, but I don’t know him. Do you have a photo?”


De Palma stared at her for a moment. There was nothing in Olin’s round face and healthy complexion to signal duplicity. He laughed—no, cackled. He mentioned some Hanks pictures. “Dragnet”? “Nothing in Common”? “Splash”? “Turner and Hooch”?


No recognition.


“Big”?


“Ah, ‘Big.’” She brightened. “When I was on the jury at the Venice Film Festival there were posters for that movie everywhere. I understood it was very popular, but I thought it was a children’s movie.”


De Palma’s manner changed. He relaxed and chatted with Olin as though they were equals. Clearly she wasn’t just another supplicant. He asked her if she’d done comedy, and she told him her experience in that area was mostly confined to the Italian classic comedies. In fact, she said, most of her work had been on stage—Strindberg and Ibsen.


The cackle erupted again. Strindberg! Ibsen! Tell that to Warner Bros.!


As planned, Uma Thurman flew to Los Angeles and tested with Tom Hanks on film. She was astounding. At least that’s what some people said. She was marvelous, or maybe she just seemed to be because she was so very beautiful. But there were dissenters, and in this case the only dissenter who mattered was Hanks. The studio had indeed asked for his opinion, and he had given it. He’d said she was awful, high school material. “I just can’t act with Uma,” he said, and proceeded to prove his point in the test. He wasn’t terrible, he wasn’t good.


So it was settled. Maria would be played by Melanie Griffith, who didn’t know she’d been competing with Thurman (and Davidovitch and Olin and a half-dozen others) throughout her negotiations with Warner Bros. De Palma conceded to Stalmaster afterward that Hanks may have been right.


“Even I, who was Uma’s strongest supporter, had doubts after I saw the test. She’s a great actress, but she isn’t comedic. She didn’t have the comic timing—you either have it or you don’t. Tom’s a natural comedian and he wasn’t able to play off her.”


As he talked about Griffith afterward, it was hard to believe he had ever considered anyone else for the part. “She’s likable, she can get away with murder,” he said. “Maria can’t just come off as a sexy woman who’s mind-fucking Sherman. You have to believe her manipulation isn’t venal.”


It was elusive, this business of casting. Griffith could be perfect, De Palma felt, if only she had the aristocratic carriage of Sigourney Weaver perhaps, or the sensuality of Uma Thurman. Perhaps there would never be a perfect Maria—outside the realm of Tom Wolfe’s imagination.












Chapter 2


GREAT, GREAT, GREAT


Peter Guber could talk circles around anybody and would talk in circles even when there was nobody to talk around. A born embellisher, he was one of the few people left in Hollywood who would have fit in with the old-timers. He was crude and shrewd and never afraid to say exactly what he thought about something, and if you didn’t get it, he’d say it again a slightly different way.


The tall, thin Bostonian with the hawkish face and a law degree was considered one of the most successful producers in the movie business. He saw himself as an artist; he liked to show up for meetings in moccasins and jeans, sometimes tying back his wild, wiry black hair in a ponytail. And he was an artist, in his way, a master of sizzle. Guber could take an idea and spin from it a metaphor that kept hatching new metaphors until his listeners were too exhausted to follow any longer. His words, spoken with a thick New England inflection, spilled out so fast they tripped up against one another. The strange thing was, no matter how convoluted it was, what he said always seemed to make sense. And even if it didn’t, his enthusiasm compensated for any failings in logic.


His temptation, his devil’s candy, was “Bonfire” itself, this book that everyone said could never be made into a movie. Guber’s talent, his genius, was his ability to convince people that nothing was impossible.


“Here was a story where a tiny little event, the pea at the bottom of the mattress, so to speak, the bottom of twenty mattresses, the little pea, this tiny event, unrolled the whole carpet. The whole entire fabric created an event that would otherwise go unnoticed, an event for any other ordinary person that might not get pursued!


“When this person had lost his soul to buy this dream, what happened to him? It unraveled his entire world. And with it like a golf ball covered with… you unsheathe a golf ball and you find all those elastic things and you start taking them out and all of a sudden the thing is running around the room randomly. It has no course, you don’t know which direction it’s going to be. That’s what happened.


“So,” said Peter Guber, explaining why he wanted to produce “The Bonfire of the Vanities” and why he thought audiences could be made to feel sympathy for its hero Sherman McCoy, an adulterer who could leave a hit-and-run accident for which he thought he was responsible because he didn’t want his wife to know he was cheating on her. “So.”


“So we, my partner, Jon Peters, and I, we thought we could create an environment where we could come to root for the character and come to understand his pain, that his pain and punishment were greater than his crime. So what happened was we had an interesting morality play going on. The slobs tore down the snobs and we rooted for the snob at the end because he understood what it was like to be down there, to be the center of this carnival. He became the meat on the bone, he became the barbecue. One little act of redemption at the end, one recognition of it all, allowed him to become worthwhile in our eyes, so at the end we could root for him and understand him.”


Even Peter Guber occasionally had to take a breath. And even Peter Guber had to admit, “That’s a difficult film to execute.”


Tom Wolfe wrote the first version of The Bonfire of the Vanities in serial form for Rolling Stone magazine in 1984 and 1985. Those pieces, which bore only a slight resemblance to the book they would become, were a nonevent. No one paid much attention to Wolfe’s attempt to follow in the footsteps of Émile Zola and Charles Dickens, who wrote their novels on deadline for periodicals. No one in Hollywood proposed making a movie out of Bonfire then.


Wolfe completely revised the novel before submitting it to Farrar Straus Giroux for publication. In early 1987 the manuscript was sent around to the various studios. The reactions were various but all could be compressed into one thought: there was no “through line.” The story and themes could not be adequately compressed into a sentence or even a paragraph.


But when the book was published and became an instant literary and sociological phenomenon, a great many people wanted to find a through line. Suddenly Bonfire seemed very desirable. Still, nothing happened. No one could completely overcome his or her doubts—not until Peter Guber read the book in late autumn of 1987 and put in a call to Jeff Berg, chairman of Wolfe’s literary agency, International Creative Management. Before Berg could even begin the opening round of negotiations, Guber told him, “Here’s what we’re ready to do. We’ll make the deal this afternoon. Now!”


Guber and his partner, Jon Peters, had an exclusive production contract with Warner Bros. at that time, a deal that allowed them to purchase the rights to anything they wanted within a certain range. The $750,000 they offered for the rights to Bonfire—$500,000 up front and $250,000 when shooting commenced—fell comfortably within that range. They met with Terry Semel, the president and chief operating officer of Warner Bros., who asked them, “How do you see the film?”


“Great,” said Peter Guber. “Great, great, great. That’s how we see it. Great. You know, we’ll develop it and make it. How do you make ‘Color Purple’? How do you make any of these pictures that are difficult? ‘Witches of Eastwick’?” He answered his own question. “You make ’em. You make ’em.”


Not long after he bought the rights to the book, Guber attended a movie première with Michael Cristofer, an actor, playwright, and screenwriter who had written the script for “The Witches of Eastwick,” another Guber project. Cristofer told Guber he’d heard about the Bonfire acquisition and said he wanted to write the screenplay. Though Guber had already promised the project to another writer, the producer told Cristofer he could have the job if he could go to work immediately. The book had been number one on the best-seller list for several weeks and Guber wanted to capitalize on its success.


Cristofer began writing in early 1988. For the next several months, Guber set “Bonfire” aside while he waited for the script.


Lucy Fisher felt that Michael Cristofer seemed like a “very obvious choice” the minute Peter Guber mentioned his name. He had many things in his favor. High on the list was his Pulitzer Prize for The Shadow Box; the studio executives weren’t all that familiar with his other plays.


Moreover, Cristofer had written only two screenplays that had been made into movies when he was hired for “Bonfire.” “Falling in Love” was a contemporary variation on David Lean’s “Brief Encounter,” a story about two married people who fall in love but decide in the end to restrain their passion and remain with their spouses. Cristofer’s script changed the ending. Instead of parting forever, the way Lean’s lovers do, the couple in “Falling in Love” meet again a year after they decide to go their separate ways. In the interim, they’ve conveniently shed their former spouses and children and are free to marry.


It wasn’t “Falling in Love” that inspired Lucy Fisher to say of Cristofer, “I think he’s one of the most brilliant screenwriters I’ve ever known.” The script that demonstrated Cristofer’s brilliance, in Fisher’s eyes, was his adaptation of John Updike’s The Witches of Eastwick, also produced by Peter Guber and Jon Peters, and financed and distributed by Warner Bros. “Witches” was a moneymaker, and Cristofer had been an uncomplaining workhorse. In a day and age when screenwriters who were paid hundreds of thousands of dollars for their services actually refused to rewrite their screenplays, simply doing his job qualified Cristofer as a hero.


“We had a million problems on ‘Witches’ and weathered them all and lived to love each other subsequently,” said Fisher. “So he was an easy, good choice. On this one we thought we needed someone who we really knew because it was such a hard book. Michael’s a really really really creative guy and he’s a fantastic writer. I can’t speak highly enough of him. I love him.” Cristofer was hired for $600,000, plus $25,000 for “fringe benefits.”


Tom Wolfe couldn’t imagine how a screenwriter would be able to condense the vast sprawl of his 659-page novel into a movie that would run, the studio insisted, a maximum of two hours.


He had no illusions that the movie would be faithful to his novel. The first time he’d seen Philip Kaufmann’s three-hour-and-thirteen-minute film version of his book The Right Stuff he was shocked. It was only on his third viewing of the movie that it dawned on him why: “What was on the screen was not my book. It was something else. It was something else pretty good. I realized it was a pretty good movie.” He decided to spend no time whatsoever wringing his hands over the fate of Bonfire because he already knew the movie was bound to be something else—especially if it were only two hours long.


Still, even though he would always insist that the book was a thing apart from the movie, he wanted the movie to be good. It would, after all, bear the same name as his book, and many people would assume he had something to do with it.


Wolfe firmly believed that movies were only as good as their scripts. “A great movie is about 85 percent writing and 15 percent not ruining the writing with the pictures,” he said. He wasn’t all that familiar with De Palma’s work, though he had seen and liked “The Untouchables.” However, he was concerned that De Palma’s visual finesse might be overwhelming. He remembered the scene in “The Untouchables” in which Al Capone descends the stairs while delivering a soliloquy about his philosophy of civic rule. “Visually it is so spectacular that it’s a real test of your senses to get it all in at the same time.”


Wolfe was most curious about the writer chosen by Peter Guber and Warner Bros. to adapt his book. He was completely unfamiliar with the work of Michael Cristofer, though he had heard of The Shadow Box, the play for which Cristofer had won the Pulitzer.


“I gather the play was downbeat and didn’t last all that long,” said Wolfe. “Wasn’t the subject cancer?”


He said he really wouldn’t have anything more to say about Michael Cristofer until the movie was made and he’d seen it.


No one liked Cristofer’s first script, which he submitted to Warner Bros. on October 1, 1988. He deviated significantly from Wolfe’s plot and his intent. Wolfe returned over and over to the theme of a city run amuck with rampant self-interest. He left Sherman McCoy stripped of money and position—and alone. His wife Judy deserts him, and his mistress Maria lays the blame on him for their hit-and-run accident, even though she was driving the car. In an effort to redeem the characters and make them more likable, Cristofer had the wife and mistress join forces to help save Sherman. The screenplay ended with a chastened but wiser and happier Sherman McCoy living in an isolated cabin in the woods with his wife and daughter. For the final image, Cristofer had Sherman put his arm around his little girl as they watch “a blazing sunset.” He described the setting as “fantastic… the mountains, the sky, the setting sun.”


That script did little to overcome widespread doubts that Tom Wolfe’s novel could be made into a movie. In February 1988, not long after taking on the project, Guber told the New York Times that he was “deluged with interest from the creative community to be involved with the project.” A year after that optimistic blurb appeared, “Bonfire of the Vanities” still had no director.


No one was brave enough or foolhardy enough to put his reputation on the line for a project that was generally thought to be impossible. This was not the time to take risks. Movie costs had escalated wildly in the past decade, from an average cost of $8.9 million in 1979 to $23.5 million in 1989. And Bonfire was not only difficult to condense, it was inflammatory. Tom Wolfe had meticulously insulted almost everyone: the rich, the poor, blacks, Jews, Wasps, the British. Though the book had become the symbolic capstone to the eighties, the decade of greed, no one could predict how this material would appeal to the great unwashed, the movie-going public. A movie that echoed the downfall of the financial wizards of the 1980s was unlikely to find much of an audience among the young people who bought most of the tickets.


The studio had tried to interest Mike Nichols and Norman Jewison, directors who specialized in topical comedy and drama. Nichols was just finishing “Working Girl,” a comedy about a secretary who becomes a Wall Street whiz. But Guber didn’t like Nichols’s recommendation for Sherman McCoy, the comedian Steve Martin. “Steve Martin looks fifty-one years old,” said Guber with disgust. “Sherman McCoy is thirty-eight years old, about to sit down at the table of life.” Norman Jewison studied the material for several weeks and told the executives that the only way to manage the book’s sprawl would be to do a television miniseries. Lucy Fisher was pushing for director James Brooks, who had an almost uncanny instinct for making movies of content that were both intelligent and widely appealing, films like “Terms of Endearment” and “Broadcast News.” Peter Guber wanted Martin Scorsese, a great stylist and New York filmmaker.


The executives had also sent the script to Steven Spielberg, whose fantasy films had made him the most commercially successful director in Hollywood. Everyone, including Spielberg, thought he was the wrong choice. However, Warner Bros. sent every script to “Steven” first. In the Warner executive suite Spielberg was described as “our brother.” Spielberg and Warner Bros. president Terry Semel vacationed together in Hawaii; Steven J. Ross, chairman of Time-Warner, the corporate parent, summered near Spielberg in their gargantuan “cottages” in the Hamptons.


No director would touch “Bonfire.” One big bomb could set a career back years. True, the book had been on the hardcover best-seller list for more than a year, even after it climbed onto the paperback best-seller list. But what were 1 million readers, or even 2 million, or even 3? Enough to make for a supersonic literary phenomenon and barely enough to register a film’s existence.


By February 1989 Peter Guber had grown impatient with this project, which had been sitting on the books for more than a year. He wanted to get moving and decided it was time to try something daring. “What about Brian De Palma?” he asked the Warner Bros. executives.


De Palma’s name was received as it always was at the studios, with mixed emotions. He had made nineteen movies since 1963, and the Hollywood establishment still didn’t know what to make of him. He was considered a gonzo provocateur, having dabbled for years in stylish horror movies that pushed the limit, visually and emotionally, sometimes at the expense of plot and frequently at the expense of what was considered good taste—though much of what had seemed scandalous in Hollywood a decade before had now become tame, as films became raunchier and bloodier. Opinions about him among critics and audiences were mixed: he was a genius, he was a monster. People were either enthralled or appalled by the underlying cackle, the wild note of hilarity and despair that gave De Palma’s films their sometimes contradictory mix of romantic yearning and cruel absurdity.


De Palma had made his first full-length feature while he was a graduate student at Sarah Lawrence in 1963, a movie called “The Wedding Party,” which starred two young actors, Jill Clayburgh and Robert De Niro. Already De Palma had an uncanny nose for talent; over the years he would give a catalytic boost to a great many actors, including John Lithgow, Michelle Pfeiffer, Kevin Costner, and Melanie Griffith.


He was an avid student of film and a diligent entrepreneur, a requirement for any starting movie director. His early films were low-budget ventures that reflected the spirit of the times. While his contemporaries were listening to the Doors and taking drugs and living the counterculture experience, De Palma was filming it. He made his mark with two loose-limbed pieces of street theater, “Greetings” and “Hi Mom.”


“Greetings,” which was released in 1968, tells the story of a group of pals coaching one of their buddies on the art of draft dodging. Episodic and raunchy, the picture was a sly bit of comedy with fashionable splashes of conspiracy theory and antiwar mockery. Pauline Kael of The New Yorker said the movie was a structural mess, but she was also encouraging—and this was at a time when encouragement from a leading critic meant something. Even then De Palma provoked conflicting reactions. The New York Times dismissed “Greetings” as “tired, tawdry and tattered.”


But “Greetings” and “Hi Mom” were successful enough to land De Palma a deal with a major studio. In 1970, at the age of thirty, he left New York for Hollywood to make a picture for Warner Bros., a comedy called “Get to Know Your Rabbit,” starring Orson Welles and Tommy Smothers.


Instead of bringing the New York filmmaker the acceptance he was seeking and the chance to expand his skills into bigger, more complicated movies, “Get to Know Your Rabbit” was a crushing experience. Tommy Smothers didn’t like De Palma’s ideas. The Smothers Brothers were at the height of their popularity. Tommy Smothers was a star; De Palma was an unknown. His credentials—some encouragement from Pauline Kael and five completed features—meant nothing in Hollywood. He was fired from his first studio picture. To De Palma his conflict with the studios seemed clear. They were Los Angeles; he was New York. They were money; he was art.


Terribly shaken, De Palma returned to New York and independent filmmaking.


After that devastating experience in Hollywood, De Palma’s films changed. Now he began to make the shocking suspense pictures with which he would most frequently be identified. They were emotional, operatic films, repeatedly invoking the idea that terror was the only possible response to the cruel and irrational forces that governed the universe. An admirer of Alfred Hitchcock’s cinematic technique, De Palma gravitated to the suspense genre as a way to tell violent stories of obsessive love, sexual anxiety, death, and betrayal. His movies were filled with disturbed families and confused identities. They were filmed with such technical precision that they called attention to the presence of the man behind the camera, whose invisibility protected him from the intense emotions he aroused as he moved his characters through the treacherous, sometimes sadistic world he created on film. His movies were bloody yet oddly poetic, feverish yet carefully planned, full of passion yet distant.


Critics were impressed by the intelligence behind these movies that toyed with the trashy sensibilities of the horror genre, and they admired De Palma’s familiarity with film history. His movies could be seen as both entertainments and as treatises on other films. Psychologists were intrigued by De Palma’s fascination with pathology, by the aberrant behavior aroused in characters who find themselves manipulated by others.


A great many people simply thought De Palma was a fraud. They argued that he had simply dressed up his woman-hating wickedness so artfully that the intelligentsia didn’t see him for what he was: a perverse misogynist.


At first De Palma was startled by the attacks, and then invigorated by them. He willingly, sometimes gleefully, went head to head with journalists eager to denounce him for the violence and violent sexuality in his movies. People were almost always thrown off guard when they met the well-spoken graduate of a Quaker school in Philadelphia, Columbia University, and Sarah Lawrence. Articulate and convincing, De Palma could defend himself very well indeed.


The filmmaker was governed by conflicting impulses. He wanted to be recognized as an artist by the critical establishment, and he wanted to achieve box office success. Yet his most personal films could never have the mass appeal of more conventional movies. When he followed his own instincts, he made movies that were almost guaranteed to offend. Certainly there was an audience for Brian De Palma movies. “Carrie” and “Dressed to Kill” were hits, but they weren’t huge hits. They weren’t comparable to successes like Steven Spielberg’s “Close Encounters of the Third Kind,” George Lucas’s “Star Wars,” and Francis Coppola’s “The Godfather.”


De Palma complained about the treachery and money worship of Hollywood. He said sardonically that whenever he walked down Rodeo Drive he had the feeling that the box office score from his last picture was flashing in neon on his back. But he wasn’t satisfied to stay in New York and make low-budget pictures that were entirely his, even though he knew that the bigger the movie, the bigger the pressure to compromise. As he grew more experienced, he wanted to expand his range to bigger canvases, and to be recognized for his ability to fill them.


He gathered a cult following with “Sisters” and “Phantom of the Paradise.” Then, his successful adaptation of the Stephen King novel “Carrie” in 1976 legitimized him in the industry’s eyes. The movie did very well at the box office. De Palma may have been New York, but he was becoming Hollywood too. He began to live on both coasts and was riding high. “Dressed to Kill,” released in 1980, was a certifiable hit.


But De Palma was tired of being compared to Hitchcock, and he was tired of having to justify what he did to people who didn’t want to understand. He was hired to direct “Prince of the City,” the story of a corrupt policeman who betrays his fellow officers. For eighteen months he helped develop a script, then was replaced by another director. That experience confirmed his feeling that his position in Hollywood was tenuous, and that it always would be. By 1981, after his thriller “Blow Out” failed at the box office, he wanted to change his image.


His next film was “Scarface,” a remake of the classic gangster film with a contemporary Cuban mobster replacing the original Italian. By then, De Palma was wearing the image of bad boy provocateur like protective armor. Yet he was hoping this sizable film, financed by Universal Pictures and starring Al Pacino, would make him respectable in Hollywood—even though he claimed he had no respect whatsoever for the people who ran Hollywood.


His ambivalence about that desire for respectability was reflected in an Esquire magazine article written by a reporter who visited the set of “Scarface.”


“I want to be infamous,” De Palma said. “I want to be controversial. It’s much more colorful.” He went on to say, “As soon as I get this dignity from ‘Scarface’ I’m going to go out and make an X-rated suspense porn picture… I’m sick of being censored… So if they want an X they’ll get a real X. They wanna see suspense, they wanna see terror, they wanna see SEX—I’m the person for the job.”


Later De Palma would claim he said those things because he was angry that the ratings board of the Motion Picture Association of America thought the violence in “Scarface” warranted an X, a designation that would keep anyone under eighteen out of the theaters and would prevent many newspapers from advertising the movie. “Scarface” eventually received an R rating, but the Esquire piece wasn’t forgotten. Those words, “If they want an X, they’ll get a real X,” would come back to haunt De Palma again and again.


“Scarface” did make De Palma infamous. He became the man to call on when journalists needed an articulate expert to talk about violence. And “Body Double,” his next movie, only enhanced his notoriety. Now he was the expert on violence and pornography. By then, he’d had enough. He didn’t want to fight anymore.


De Palma followed “Body Double” with “Wise Guys,” a modest farce about a couple of low-level Mafiosi. The picture didn’t attract much attention, but for De Palma it was a transition, a move away from infamy toward respectability. Producer Art Linson and Paramount Pictures offered him “The Untouchables,” a remake of the television series about the Chicago G-men who captured Al Capone. He accepted the job without great expectations, and then was pleasantly surprised. The movie turned out to be his broadest success, critically and commercially. He’d taken everything he’d learned about filmmaking up to then and modulated it. His operatic style lent depth and weight to the essentially simple story of Good versus Evil, and he never let the film get bogged down in the stiff biblical language that sometimes encumbered David Mamet’s script. The film lacked the psychological complexity and sneaky humor of his earlier films, omissions his fans noticed with regret, but these omissions opened his work to a much wider spectrum of viewers. Sean Connery won the Academy Award for his portrayal of the cynical beat cop who becomes one of the Untouchables, and suddenly De Palma found himself embraced by the Hollywood establishment.


The success of “The Untouchables” gave the director the confidence and the clout to find studio backing for the movie he had wanted to make for a decade. “Casualties of War” was the true story of a squad of American soldiers in Vietnam who kidnapped and raped a Vietnamese girl, then murdered her to erase the evidence. One of the soldiers protested but didn’t help the girl escape. Later, tormented by a guilty conscience, he convinced the army to prosecute his fellow soldiers. De Palma had read about the episode in The New Yorker almost twenty years earlier; the incident was also the basis of the 1972 Elia Kazan film “The Visitors.”


This story didn’t allow for the satiric distance De Palma usually put between himself and his emotions on film, and it certainly didn’t allow for the pop playfulness that made “The Untouchables” so safe and so popular. He saw “Casualties” as a chance to confront directly his recurring theme: the serious moral consequences of a failure to act, or of acting too late. There would be no hiding behind the conventions of suspense or action genre films this time. He would be openly admitting that he longed to make a big, important film that was visually splendid but also had serious thematic concerns. “Casualties” would be his chance to pay homage to the movie he admired perhaps more than any other, David Lean’s epic antiwar film “The Bridge on the River Kwai.” He knew there was no chance that a dark picture like “Casualties” could match “The Untouchables” at the box office, but he told himself over and over not to get caught up in the Hollywood value system, that he should be grateful to be making a film that meant something. But he knew the success of “The Untouchables” had enabled him to make “Casualties.” He’d been on the other side too many times. He knew all too well how fast the doors closed after a failure. When he considered the possibility that “Casualties” would not be a commercial hit, he felt physically ill.


De Palma spent the better part of 1988 filming “Casualties” on location in Thailand. By the beginning of 1989 “Casualties” was edited, but Columbia Pictures didn’t plan to release it for several months. To ward off the inevitable panic that set in when one of his movies was about to open, De Palma began planning his next project. He had four different writers working on scripts, though none was near completion. When his agent mentioned that a script of Bonfire of the Vanities was making the rounds, he wanted to see it. He’d found reading the book a wonderful escape back in Thailand and was curious to see how it could be turned into a movie.


Michael Cristofer’s script was discouraging. The bite of the novel was gone. Still, De Palma decided to meet with the Warner Bros. executives. This was the first time he’d even considered returning to Warner Bros. since 1970, when he was fired from “Get to Know Your Rabbit.” He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to return to the scene of his first Hollywood humiliation.


He was calm as he walked up the stairs of the Warner Bros. executive building, built by the founding moguls in the style of a low-rise villa. As he entered Lucy Fisher’s large office to meet with her, Peter Guber, and Mark Canton about “The Bonfire of the Vanities,” he knew he had the advantage. He didn’t really want the job.


The executives were apprehensive. They didn’t know what to make of this solemn fat man wearing a safari suit and sneakers. De Palma had returned from filming “Casualties” looking like a bearded Buddha. Never thin, he’d gone beyond husky, beyond chubby during his marriage to actress Nancy Allen, who had starred in several of his movies, and had become even rounder after their divorce. As he’d grown larger his wardrobe had gotten smaller. He started wearing safari suits all the time because the loose jackets didn’t have to be tucked in. His size was intimidating. Though his appearance would have marked him as an eccentric in any day and age, De Palma was particularly out of place in the New Hollywood, run on Perrier and aerobics and “family values.”


After cursory greetings, the executives asked De Palma to tell them how he thought the movie should be done. They were pleasantly surprised by the intellectual analysis that came naturally to him. He explained that he wanted to present the story as a broad satire, a dark farce on the order of Stanley Kubrick’s “Dr. Strange-love,” a comedy about nuclear warfare. He told them he thought the way to convey the spirit of Tom Wolfe’s exaggerated, energetic prose would be through exaggerated, energetic imagery.


Lucy Fisher saw in De Palma a man who had no fear. He was a man who said, “I know exactly how to do this. I know exactly the tone I want. I don’t think it’s a problem to shrink it down. I know how to do it. I don’t think it’s racist and I don’t care if some people think I am.”


When the executives reported their favorable impression to Terry Semel, Warner Bros. president, he put in a call to Steven Spielberg, whose best friend in the world was De Palma. The two filmmakers had known each other for fifteen years and had remained friends even as De Palma’s career had gone up and down and Spielberg’s had shot into the stratosphere. De Palma was godfather to Max, Spielberg’s son with Amy Irving. Spielberg assured Semel that he wouldn’t be sorry.


On March 3, 1989, Warner Bros. agreed to pay Brian De Palma $250,000 not to accept any other directing projects while he worked on a revision of “Bonfire” with Michael Cristofer, the screenwriter. De Palma and Cristofer met, and they agreed that Cristofer would reinstate the book’s plot and add a narrator who would use as much of Tom Wolfe’s language as possible. Then there was nothing for De Palma to do but wait for the revised script and for “Casualties of War” to open.


That spring De Palma concentrated on his relationship with Kathy Lingg, a studio executive at Tri-Star Pictures. After his divorce from Nancy Allen in 1983, he had embarked on a series of one- and two-year relationships with women who were almost always surprised to discover what a tender and amusing man the aloof director could be. They were equally surprised by the abrupt way he’d drop them when he found someone else or when they indicated they’d like some deeper level of commitment.


Lingg was strong willed, attractive, and astute about the business in which De Palma operated—and just as wary of marriage as he was, having only recently been divorced herself. Lingg had an additional asset, a little girl De Palma adored. Much as he was a solitary man, he enjoyed their family outings and recorded many of them on videotape. His life seemed to have reached a point of equilibrium.


That sense of equilibrium was thrown completely off when “Casualties of War” was screened before a Boston preview audience in April 1989. The reaction was dismal. People found the film too stark, too full of sorrow. Though he’d told himself all along that “Casualties” might not be a big hit, he’d never really believed it. This was his finest film, and now a preview audience was telling him they wouldn’t recommend it to their friends.


For the next several months he re-edited the film, cutting out significant sections near the end to make it more palatable for the public. But he worried that the cuts wouldn’t make any difference for audiences and that he would have compromised his material for no reason.


A couple of weeks before “Casualties of War” opened, De Palma received an advance copy of Pauline Kael’s review. He nearly wept. Ms. Kael, who had been a generally enthusiastic supporter of De Palma throughout his career, interrupted her summer leave from The New Yorker to put her imprimatur on “Casualties.” She began her emotional review of the film with the kind of sweeping appreciation De Palma had been waiting for his entire career:




Some movies—“Grand Illusion” and “Shoeshine” come to mind, and the two “Godfather”s and “The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith” and “The Night of the Shooting Stars”—can affect us in more direct, emotional ways than simple entertainment movies. They have more imagination, more poetry, more intensity than the usual fare; they have large themes, and a vision. They can leave us feeling simultaneously elated and wiped out. Overwhelmed, we may experience a helpless anger if we hear people mock them or poke holes in them in order to dismiss them. The new “Casualties of War” has this kind of purity.





On opening night, August 18, De Palma went to check out the crowd at an Upper East Side theater in Manhattan. It was sold out. Kathy Lingg flew in from Toronto, where she was trying to moderate the tension between Marlon Brando and the director of “The Freshman,” the picture she was overseeing. Lingg had seemed a little distant to De Palma the previous week, but that evening seemed perfect. They celebrated at the Broadway steakhouse Frankie & Johnny’s, and were still in good spirits the next morning when De Palma got “the call” from the Coast. The call always came the day after a movie opened to report, swiftly and with deadly accuracy, whether it had failed or succeeded: the call brought with it the numbers, the first day’s grosses.


The call this time came directly from Dawn Steel, who was then studio chief of Columbia. Steel had been the studio executive in charge of “The Untouchables” at Paramount and had gone on to run Columbia not long after that movie opened. Many people in the business didn’t like her. One of the very few women in the upper echelons of Hollywood, she was tough and crude—attributes common enough among her male peers but less acceptable in a woman. She would typically start a telephone call with “Hey, motherfucker, how are you doing?” Brian De Palma was not offended. After all, Steel had taken on “Casualties” with its obvious attendant risks.


He knew he was in trouble when Steel simply said, “Hello, Brian.” Without embroidery she reported, “It doesn’t look very promising,” and proceeded to give him the numbers. That sold-out theater on the Upper East Side had been a fluke. “Casualties of War,” playing on 1,486 screens around the country, had taken in $2 million Friday night. It was dismal.


De Palma’s habitual response to bad news was to retreat to the nearest cave, generally in his bedroom. He stayed under the covers until afternoon, rousing himself only to take Lingg to the airport to catch a four o’clock flight back to Los Angeles and “The Freshman.”


The last thing in the world he wanted to think about was “Casualties,” but he was scheduled to talk about the movie at a press conference at the annual film festival in Montreal. He flew to the festival with plans to spend several days, going to movies and seeing old acquaintances, before flying on to Deauville, France, where the film was opening the film festival there the week before Labor Day. Lingg was scheduled to travel with De Palma to France, though she’d warned him as she left New York that she wasn’t sure she’d be able to make it. Miserable and lonely, he called her from Montreal to beg her to come along.


She put him on hold. When she got back to him it was only to tell him she had to get off the line, that Marlon Brando was calling a press conference to denounce “The Freshman.” When Lingg finally returned his call, nine hours later, her message was short and to the point: “I can’t deal with you now. I’m all jammed up.”


On the Thursday before Labor Day weekend De Palma flew off alone to Deauville. At the black tie opening Friday night, he and his film were the center of attention. The crowd sobbed, then applauded—and none of it meant anything. Sunday morning De Palma wandered out of his hotel to buy a newspaper and collapsed on the street. Two French journalists rushed over to help him get to his feet, but he couldn’t stand. His right ankle was badly sprained.


The next morning, one week before his forty-ninth birthday, he flew back to New York, feeling defeated in every way possible: by the woman he loved, by his body, and by his art.


When De Palma returned home he found the “revised first draft” of “Bonfire” that Michael Cristofer had delivered on August 23. Though the script would eventually undergo at least a dozen more revisions, De Palma was satisfied that they now had a blueprint.


De Palma’s feelings about the script were confirmed by the studio. On September 22, Warner’s “creative” department—where readers are assigned scripts to critique—released a six-page memo to “file,” analyzing Cristofer’s new rendition of “Bonfire.”


“This latest draft of Bonfire of the Vanities has been vastly improved,” said the anonymous person in creative. “The addition of Fallow’s narrative voice and new business in our ending help give this draft a reality and edge that is more faithful to Wolfe’s book.”


The person from creative then elaborated in great detail how the script might be improved, point by point, character by character. Creative observed, “We’d like to find a way to retain the strength and controversy of the book but make us feel at the end that somehow Sherman is a better and cleaner man for all his troubles.”


But despite the progress with the script, De Palma didn’t have the heart for it. As the movie moved closer to becoming a reality, he began to complain almost daily to his agent, Marty Bauer, “This movie’s going to be an endless talkfest. I’m having real second thoughts about this.”


Bauer had reached the bottom of the great reservoir of patience and sympathy he had for the man he would always refer to as his favorite client. “You should go back to work,” he said. “This is the best thing that’s around. Get back to work.”


And indeed, work seemed to do the trick. De Palma began a liquid diet, and over the next three months he lost sixty pounds and began wearing tweed jackets he’d had in the closet for ten years. He went shopping at Armani. Acquaintances who hadn’t seen him for a while would ask him what his secret was, and he would say with a cackle, “Grief.”


By the time Michael Cristofer submitted his “second revised first draft” on October 12, 1989, the movie’s producer, Peter Guber, had left the project.


In September, a Japanese electronics company, Sony Corporation, had bought Columbia Pictures Entertainment for $3.4 billion. Sony wanted to replace Dawn Steel; her loyalty to filmmakers like De Palma meant nothing to a company looking for a studio chief who had a proven roster of hits. That summer the Japanese had offered the job to Michael Ovitz, the head of Hollywood’s powerful talent agency, Creative Artists Agency. After he turned it down, they turned to the hottest producers in town in the summer of 1989, the producers of “Batman,” Peter Guber and Jon Peters. “Batman,” which Guber and Peters had produced for Warner Bros., opened bigger than any picture in the studio’s history. It would go on to gross $450 million worldwide.


Warner Bros. wasn’t willing to relinquish Guber and Peters easily. The studio had signed an exclusive five-year contract with the producing team six months earlier. Steven J. Ross, chairman of Time-Warner, the movie company’s corporate parent, retaliated with a $1 billion theft-of-services lawsuit against Sony. As part of the settlement, Sony paid Warner $600 million for the producers, and agreed to abandon Columbia’s stake in the Burbank lot that had been jointly owned by the two studios for twenty years. In addition, Warner Bros. kept all fifty of the Guber-Peters projects then in development, including “The Bonfire of the Vanities.” From that moment on, Guber’s only imprint on “Bonfire” would be his name on the credits, under the title executive producer.


After Guber left, Warner Bros. tried briefly to hire another producer to act as a liaison between the filmmakers and the studio. But there wasn’t much time. After all the stalling, the studio was determined to get “Bonfire” out by Christmas of 1990. Art Linson, who had produced “The Untouchables” and “Casualties of War” for De Palma, was busy. Spielberg was reluctant to mix business and friendship on this particular project, which promised to be a difficult one.


That left “Bonfire” without a producer. But the studio quickly convinced itself that it didn’t need one after all. It had been a heady year for Warner Bros. The merger of the company’s parent, Warner Communications, with Time Inc. had made the top Warner executives into very rich men. The success of “Batman” gave the studio executives a feeling of invincibility. They asked themselves if the movie owed its success to Guber and Peters after all, or if it had really been the star, Jack Nicholson, who’d made it work, or Mark Canton, the chief production executive of Warner Bros.


Morale was so high at Warner Bros. when De Palma went to work there in the post-“Batman” period that the director laughingly referred to the executives as the Medici princes, because they seemed to think of themselves as the bravest, the most intellectual, the most invincible. So “Bonfire” would move forward without a producer, leaving De Palma and the Medici princes at each other’s mercy.


When the studio system was operating at full strength in the thirties and forties, the studios themselves kept producers on staff to oversee individual pictures. The producers helped influence the script, the direction, the budget, and the schedule, as well as the editing. There were independent producers even then, men like Samuel Goldwyn and David Selznick, who dominated every aspect of the films they produced, the artistic side as well as the financial, then distributed their product through the studios.


After the studio system was dismantled, producers became independent contractors like everyone else working in the business. Most often, producers acted as packagers. They found artistic properties, found financing and distribution outlets, hired the people needed to make the film, and followed the film through to completion. These hands-on producers not only chose the director and the screenwriter, they helped assemble the stars, the director of photography, the art director—all the elements. In an ideal situation, the producer acted as the director’s partner, offering advice on artistic matters while handling questions from the financiers and the problems that arise in the course of production.


Lucy Fisher always said that Peter Guber had “the best nose, a fantastic nose.” He knew how to pick material, she said. “He’s the bee with the pollen.”


By October, Guber had put together a book, a screenwriter, a director, a leading man, and a promise to Warner Bros. that “Bonfire of the Vanities” would be ready for release in just over a year, by Christmas 1990. His departure left Brian De Palma, who became the film’s de facto producer, fourteen months to make script revisions, to cast one hundred speaking parts—including all but one of the leads—to hire a crew, to find locations, to build sets, to shoot and edit the film, and to oversee its marketing. De Palma had never felt that kind of pressure, and that kind of power. He had never felt so alone.












Chapter 3


HEAD BANGERS


Perhaps it was inevitable that De Palma would end up in a high-profile, nastily competitive business like filmmaking, where one’s accomplishments were judged publicly and often harshly—and a regular cycle of rejection and acceptance was an immutable fact of life. To his family, his films would seem like a running metaphoric autobiography. The ineffectual, manipulative psychologist married to one of the twins in “Sisters” has a large birthmark on his forehead, much like the birthmark over the eye of De Palma’s brother Bruce. The townhouse office of the transsexual psychiatrist in “Dressed to Kill” was decorated almost exactly like the De Palma home. “Home Movies,” a picture De Palma produced and directed when he taught a film class at Sarah Lawrence College, is the story of a teenage boy obsessed with catching his father in an adulterous act, just as De Palma was when he was in high school.


De Palma’s family liked to tell an anecdote from the director’s childhood that seemed to speak volumes about the personality of the man he would grow into. When De Palma was a toddler, he’d wake in the night, lift himself to his hands and knees, and start beating his head against the headboard of his crib. The force of the baby’s banging head moved the crib across the room, right up against the wall that separated him from his parents. His two older brothers, sharing a room on the other side, were frightened by the noise—boom, boom, boom. It would stop only when their father would go into Brian’s room.


Even then, Brian saw life as a perpetual contest for attention. The son of a depressed, overbearing mother and an aloof, physician father, De Palma spent his childhood in Philadelphia competing with his older brothers, Bruce—his parents’ favorite—and Bart, who later claimed that Brian needed the struggle so badly that when it didn’t exist, he created it.


Perhaps the battle started before he was born. Their mother Vivienne married Dip—the family nickname for Dr. Anthony De Palma—just after she graduated from high school. He was eleven years older than she and trying to establish himself as an orthopedic surgeon in the middle of the Depression. Her father was a lawyer; his was an immigrant hatter. The couple spent the early years of their marriage in Newark, New Jersey.


The eighteen-year-old Vivienne soon realized her husband’s only passion was his work, and she decided to fill the empty hours with children. The oldest De Palma son, Bruce, was born a year after Dip and Vivienne married.


“I had Bruce and Bruce was mine,” recalled Vivienne, who, even as a senior citizen, showed strong traces of the pretty girl she had been. “I had Bart because one of the girls I would push carriages with had had a child who’d inhaled a piece of carrot and died. Right then I decided I had to have another child. Bruce meant too much to me. So that’s why I had Bart.”


Having had one child for love and another for insurance, Vivienne didn’t want to add another heir to her loveless marriage. But on September 11, 1940, Brian De Palma was born in Newark. “Brian was a mistake,” she said. “Brian was a surprise. I didn’t really want to have another child. He was a premature baby. He weighed four pounds when he was born. I was in labor for three days, too. He just didn’t want to be born. He would scream and scream. When he couldn’t talk, he would scream. I think he had to do it. It was his way of asking for attention.”


Months before Brian turned two, his father went off to war and was away from home for four years. He spent more than half his time in the service on a hospital boat in the Pacific, following combat troops and collecting the casualties, a horrifying assortment of mangled bodies. By the time he returned he was a stranger in his own home. Dip—a man who could be coldly analytical yet also charming and emotional—didn’t dwell on the distance between himself and his children. He was too busy. Not long after the war, his alma mater, Jefferson Medical College, asked him to move to Philadelphia from New Jersey and head the department of orthopedic surgery.
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