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Introduction


HOLLYWOOD IS the American dream writ large. It’s the promise that any plucky young person with grit and determination can become an icon. In its own mythos, it’s open to all and welcoming to anyone with sufficient talent and a little luck. It’s Lana Turner discovered drinking a soda at the Top Hat Cafe, John Wayne promoted from odd jobs around the studio, Harrison Ford working as a carpenter, and all of them being transformed into stars.


The truth, however, is often less shiny. If you’re young, white, cis, straight, slim, able-bodied and rich enough to fund your way through photo sessions, gym classes and auditions, you’re going to find opportunity knocking louder and sooner than it does for anyone else. The Hollywood dream has not been open to everyone and, with a large majority of roles and senior jobs going to white men, its scales have often been tilted against women.


Still, the legend is so pervasive that it’s hard for people to accept that it’s a rigged game. The sort of person who sets their sights on a movie career is generally the sort who believes that a little hustle will make it happen if you’re good enough. So if you fail? If you face one disappointment after another? Maybe it’s you. Maybe you’re just not as good as Kathryn Bigelow, as Julia Roberts, as Amy Pascal. That’s the pernicious effect of discrimination. It not only allows those with the power to sit in ivory towers preaching a meritocracy; it forces everyone else to question themselves and their talent, because no one wants to be a bad loser and suggest that maybe the playing field was tilted.


History shows that women have wanted to make movies since the very earliest days. One of the first people ever to make a narrative film was Alice Guy-Blaché; one of the highest-paid directors of the early silent era was Lois Weber. There were female action stars jumping off trains and facing down wild animals; there were women editors who shaped the history of film. It’s never been a question of women not wanting it enough, or even not being good enough. Hollywood shut them out, sometimes quite consciously.


You may not accept that, but the stories from women in the industry in this book and the data amassed over the last few years show that it is absolutely the case. And that matters because the stories we tell on the big screen don’t just reflect society, they can shape it. 1915’s The Birth of a Nation rebirthed the moribund Ku Klux Klan. Less appallingly, the sight of Clark Gable without a vest in It Happened One Night devastated the undershirt market. Documentary The Thin Blue Line saw an unjust conviction overturned. Films have changed fashions, started crazes and shifted the stock market.


The stories we tell reflect what we value, who we empathise with and how we see the world. So maybe if our films were more egalitarian, our world would be too. If films showed women’s stories mattering as much as men’s, maybe that would be true in real life too. That may be optimistic, but it’s not entirely far-fetched. We absorb our values from a hundred different directions, but the sheer, all-encompassing power of the cinema experience means that it could do a lot.


The good news is that Hollywood is changing and becoming more inclusive, and women are pushing, individually and collectively, for that change. These women may be genetically blessed, financially fortunate and endowed with the skincare regimes of the gods, but they’re fighting the same pernicious attitudes as the rest of us, combating sex discrimination and trying to open doors that were previously closed.


‘It’s about not just getting rid of the problem people in the industry,’ says Jasmin Morrison of Time’s Up UK, ‘but also giving people opportunity. These problems are not going to be solved overnight, or in a year, but it feels different now.’1


We’re at a moment when real change seems possible, and I’ve tried in this book to explain why that is.


Much as I would love to have written the single, definitive take on women in film, this book isn’t that; it would need to be about ten times longer for a start. So I set some ground rules for the sake of my sanity. I’ve focused on Hollywood only, because a look through 125 years of film history and into the future is wide enough without including the many other great cinema traditions around the world.


By default, most of the people discussed are therefore white and at least ostensibly straight and cis. Those are the people who were able to make a career and who made it into the Hollywood histories. I have tried to draw attention to those who struggled not just against sexism but racism, ableism and homophobia or transphobia as well – but few of those who faced such intersectional discrimination ever got their chance in the first place. So please bear in mind the stories that are not here, the people who never got their start because their skin was the wrong colour or because their sexuality or gender identity didn’t match society’s expectations.


This book uses terms like men and women almost as a binary, without much time on the wider spectrum of gender identity. That’s to keep my language as simple as possible, but my intention is not to exclude non-binary or agender people. Some classic Hollywood figures might now be considered gender-queer, might have called themselves non-binary or even trans if they were alive today, but they didn’t then and I didn’t like to speak for them now. To be clear, however, people who experienced discrimination on the basis of their sexual identity (or sexual preferences, or race, or any combination of prejudices) belong here too, and I have done my best to highlight their stories.


As director Alma Har’el told me, ‘Our global consciousness is skewed. You can see that women have been consistently written out of history. We can’t expect people to fully grasp how biased they are because they have been educated from a young age to believe that men are visionaries and built the world, and they don’t even know the contributions of women. We have to literally rewrite history. But the times are changing. The whole idea of gender is shifting.’2


It’s worth noting that survivors of sexual assault or worse may find some of the discussion here triggering. The #MeToo movement is specifically discussed in Chapter 10, but there is non-graphic discussion of rape or assault in earlier chapters on the silent and studio eras, in discussion of censorship and briefly in Chapter 7.


This is not really a sober, balanced book; I’ve approached it more like a polemic and aimed to rebalance the stories endlessly written about Hollywood men: good, bad and ugly. Many men also suffered under the system described here, but those tales have already been told.


I want this book to be a celebration of the work women did in cinema, sometimes against extraordinary odds. There were female directors like Dorothy Arzner and Ida Lupino who, entirely alone in an otherwise all-male environment, still made impressive and personal films. There were stars who blazed across the studio system and whose names still echo in our culture. Unfortunately there’ll also be stories of women who were held back by men, locked out of positions of power and generally stymied. Some readers may therefore conclude that I am anti-male. But I assure you, some of my best friends are men! At no point do I mean ‘all men’ (I don’t use that phrase) so if you feel unjustly attacked by anything here, please mentally insert a ‘not all men’ where appropriate and go on about your day. For what it’s worth, I believe that current gender roles hurt men as well as women, because they’re unjustly attacked for liking things considered too feminine and their very identity is made contingent on adhering to strict gender norms in a way that is sometimes emotionally abusive. The little boy who’s told not to play with his sister’s dolls grows up to be the guy who will absolutely not watch a rom-com with his girlfriend because he doesn’t like that soppy stuff. This is policed by women and men, and that’s not fair.


In contrast, women are told – less explicitly, but no less emphatically – that male-focused stories are more important, more universal. The world wants us to watch men’s films because the world assumes that stories about (cis, straight, white) men are normal. Everyone is harmed by this dynamic. With that in mind, you might detect some anger here, and at times you might despair, but overall I hope you leave this book feeling optimistic. I genuinely do believe that film can change the world, which is one of the many reasons I love it, and that it is an important and valuable thing to be taken out of our own heads for a couple of hours and put in someone else’s life. There are fierce, powerful women (and men) out there pushing to widen the big screen so that there’s room on it for all of humanity in all its glorious variation. This book is for all those who have paved the way and all those now trying to change the picture, whatever it takes.
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The Wild West
When film could be female

THERE’S A story that Hollywood tells itself about the earliest days of film, a story about men. It tells us that cinema was invented by serious, bushily moustachioed Victorian men thanks to ingenuity, pluck and a can-do attitude. Early experiments by Eadweard Muybridge were followed by the commercial aptitude of Thomas Edison (a rare clean-shaven pioneer) and the great leap forward of the Lumière Brothers, who first projected film for audiences. These men had tall hats, high collars and even loftier ambitions, in keeping with the spirit of their age.

Within a year of that first Lumière show, moving pictures were screened all over the US. Within twenty years it was a major industry; within forty it would be the US’s biggest export. Hollywood tells us all about the daring men who shaped this time: Cecil B. DeMille and D. W. Griffith; Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton. The problem is that its story is not the whole truth.

As soon as the technology existed, women used it to make films. They directed and produced and headed their own studios before they even won the vote. These women were locked into corsets and long skirts, their hair in elaborate Victorian up-dos. If married, they were unable to own property in their own right. But for all such limitations, they made movies. They thrilled audiences, launched careers and helped to establish the way films were shot. Some became so highly valued that they were paid more than any man in town. Some were so intrepid that they threw themselves on to moving trains or out of balloons just for entertainment. In 1917 alone, Universal Studios would credit eight female directors. In 2017, the same studio made just one film with a female director, Pitch Perfect 3*. Admittedly, Universal in the 1910s was remarkably woman-friendly, but that’s still a stunning statistic – and it shows that the current male dom inance in filmmaking was not inevitable. Women have always wanted to make films.

So why is the popular vision of women in the silent era, if such a thing even exists, limited to a girl tied to the railway tracks ahead of an oncoming train? You know the picture. She’s struggling ineffectually against her chains, little boots waggling and improbable ringlets swinging as her eyes plead with the camera for help. Obviously, she was put there by a bad dude who twirls his moustache and silently cackles. But never fear! Just in the nick of time a bright young thing in too much eye make-up is going to turn up to save her. That’s what women looked like in the silent era: victims, right?

Wrong – and on several counts. For one, the imperilled ingénue was a figure of parody even then, a comic riff on old stage melodramas. Women in the silent era were far more likely to be leaping from trains to rescue hapless menfolk, as in the popular femaleled action serials of the time, than they were to lie screaming on the tracks. Second, that terrified damsel was played by comedienne Mabel Normand in a 1913 film called Race for a Life, and she played it for laughs. The role was a departure from her usual slapstick persona, which saw her perform her own pratfalls and frequently rescue her male love interests. But still, it was all in a day’s work: Normand had already made one hundred or so films. She would soon take a newcomer called Charlie Chaplin under her wing, helping him develop his ‘Tramp’ persona and teaching him how film acting worked.

All that context was deliberately stripped away. In the early days of the sound era, clips from silent films like this were held up to ridicule in order to promote the new technology and encourage audiences to fork out for the costs of converting theatres to sound. Soon the entire silent era was treated as Hollywood’s awkward, acnecovered teen years: best forgotten, or mocked. So the stories of the women who worked on those films were also buried. There were more women directing, editing, and especially writing screenplays – 50 per cent by some estimates – than there ever were screaming for a man to save them.

Cinema was a great opportunity for women, a brand-new field where they could make an impact. Industry magazine The Story World wrote in 1923 that, ‘Motion picture history has recorded women serving in practically every important position, from that of producer, owner and promoter of film companies down as far as “important” carries.’ The great female directors of the era encouraged other women to follow in their footsteps, and mentored them along.

Few of those women are remembered today, at least partly because there were efforts – conscious and unconscious – to leave them out of the official histories or downplay their roles.

The first ever North American movie star was a woman. Florence Lawrence was the ‘Biograph Girl’, closely followed by Florence Turner, the ‘Vitagraph Girl’. Both were known by the name of their studios, and those studios were in no hurry to tell audiences their real names. Even back then, they knew that a star’s popularity would give them leverage in pay negotiations and enable them to move wherever they could find the best roles and biggest audience. But word got around anyway, and soon Lawrence was earning twice the usual Biograph rate while Turner sailed off to England at the height of her fame in search of more creative freedom.

The two Flos were soon eclipsed by another woman, Mary Pickford, who became the biggest draw of the 1910s and who would write the rule book on being a movie star. Pickford played near-children for much of her career, tomboy figures who were just old enough to have a love affair with some dashing fella (often her husband-to-be, Douglas Fairbanks). She worked collaboratively with many of her directors and wrote some of her own scripts, though her biggest triumphs came in conjunction with the screenwriter Frances Marion, of whom more later. Off-screen, Pickford showed an entirely adult sense of business savvy. She was the first star to earn $500 per week, and by 1916 she had approval over every aspect of her productions and was paid an astonishing $10,000 weekly – for comparison, an average government employee at the time earned just under $1,000 per year.1 Pickford co-founded United Artists in 1919, alongside Charlie Chaplin, D. W. Griffith and Fairbanks, with the grand aim of taking their star power away from the studios’ control and exploiting it themselves – a recurring theme in Hollywood history. Pickford and her team, for a moment, succeeded better than most: if UA was never a major producer, it consistently attracted creative talent. Meanwhile, Pickford’s palatial home with Fairbanks, Pickfair, was the epitome of glamour in the 1920s and played host to the most spectacular parties on Earth, as she ruled Hollywood society and welcomed the king of Siam for dinner.

Inspired by Pickford, copycat tomboys tweaked the noses of the rich and powerful and challenged Victorian ideas of how girls should behave. Behind the scenes, a wealth of female talent worked to establish the movie business as not just a new art form but the pre-eminent entertainment of the century.

Film could never have become a mainstream attraction without women. That’s not just because they’re half the audience; it’s also because they were key to drawing in the other half. The prospect of ogling beautiful women on screen sold films to many male audience members, and the star power of women like Pickford and Lawrence lured in more. But it went beyond that. The industry that was not-yet Hollywood – no features would be made there until 1913 – was desperate to win over women because doing so would establish it as mainstream, family entertainment. So there was a brief, shining time when female filmmakers were courted and put front-and-centre of their films’ publicity campaigns.

In 1907 the fledgling movie industry was struggling to convince people that it was a respectable enterprise for respectable people. For the first ten or fifteen years of their existence, moving pictures had been a carnival sideshow, a peekaboo novelty focused more on images than on story. Investors feared that it would stay that way, just a cheap thrill in disreputable establishments (inevitably, porn was an early adopter). Filmmakers with grander ambitions worked to convince middle-class patrons that cinema could be a substantive, morally uplifting pastime. Thomas Edison’s very first demonstration of his Kinetoscope, on 20 May 1891 (four years before the Lumières’ first true cinema show), was for 147 members of the National Federation of Women’s Clubs. They each peered into a small wooden box, to see a man smiling, bowing and doffing his hat. Edison – a far better marketeer than inventor – knew that if you win over such women, you win over the masses.

It would be female viewers, and those who catered to them, that turned cinema from a flash-in-the-pan fad into the dominant art form of the twentieth century. ‘The kinema [sic] must please the women or die,’ said film critic C. A. Lejeune in a hard-to-argue-with 1926 article.2 Remove women from the equation, and film might have stalled at peep shows.

That’s because attracting single men on rowdy nights out was not going to be enough for film to achieve its potential; these early cinema showmen needed the entire family to turn up. Women are often credited by historians with turning the novel into a phenomenon in the 1700s and 1800s, to the extent that hysterical men of the day worried that they would ruin their minds and child-bearing bodies with all that unhealthy reading. Same for theatre. Hugo Münsterberg, a German-born Harvard psychologist, lamented in 1901 that ‘theatre managers claim that eighty-five per cent of their patrons are women’.3 He disapproved of this frivolous activity, but for film exhibitors it was a huge opportunity. If women were that important to the theatre, they could make or break cinema, too. But spectacular images alone would not be enough; photography was an everyday phenomenon already and even moving pictures would soon become familiar. Cinema needed to tell powerful stories, and communicate emotion. It needed not just to capture but to hold the attention of audiences, and that required more ambition and more feeling, and consideration of what women as well as men might want to see.

One odd holdover from the Victorian era was the (wildly patronising) belief that women were morally superior to men, by nature. The early cinema pioneers therefore wanted their imprimatur on this new form because it would show that film could be a force for good in the world (with the flip side, as they would soon learn, that women often led censorship and certification efforts). Involving women in filmmaking was a quick way to demonstrate film’s moral force. Optimists at the General Federation of Women’s Clubs even wondered, in 1907, if the mass appeal of the cinemas might not entirely displace saloons. They linked cinema to the temperance campaign, bless their naive little hearts. Not every campaign against the early cinemas was a moral one: they were often death traps in case of fire (a real threat given the highly flammable celluloid reels of the time). But safety upgrades were easily made as money came in; it was the content of the films that would prey on campaigners’ minds far longer, especially as exhibitors succeeded in drawing more and more women and children to the pictures.

So how to channel this moral force that women apparently possessed to shape cinema for good? The presence of actresses on screen was not enough; the world’s second oldest profession was always too closely associated with its oldest.* But women could be prominently positioned elsewhere.

Cinema pioneers hired women to work on the box office and play the music that accompanied the silent shows. When cinema began, enterprising widows and couples were among those who bought a projector, and many prospered enough to put down roots in their own small-town nickelodeons.4 Some even used exhibition receipts to fund their filmmaking. As early as 1903, Fannie Cook was screening films on tour to support her own shoots, and in the 1920s Maria P. Williams, one of the first Black female filmmakers in the US, acted as an assistant cinema manager to her husband Jesse L. Williams’ general manager post.

During the desperate push to respectability, female proprietors were seen as a guarantor of middle-class respectability and Victorian virtues of good behaviour and discernment. Some women played into this stereotype, specifically promising uplifting and family-friendly entertainment, making themselves the moral guardians of their customers. They gave interviews emphasising the similarities between running a movie house and a home: both demanded cleanliness and comfort. These exhibitors timetabled shows for housewives, so that there would be something to watch while the washing dried, and for shop girls, to offer respectable entertainment after a long day on their feet.

These women worked hard, assembling a varied selection of short films, adding music and possibly even creating a sort of live commentary on the film. But they couldn’t do everything. Even then, women were rarely allowed to work as projectionists. That was a matter of science and ill-suited to female strengths, it was thought; one survey of the trade papers of the day saw mention of 140 female theatre operators but only six female projectionists.

Still, women could shape programming; could write the romances, comedies and adventures that might draw people into the auditorium, and even direct films. That’s how, for a brief, glorious period, roughly from 1907 to 1920, some women were able to forge careers in film and earn equal acclaim – and sometimes near-equal pay – to their male colleagues.

It helped that, in the early days of what was not yet Hollywood, film-making was a free-for-all. Anyone with a film camera, a few friends and a little patience could make a film; anyone with a projector and a white sheet could distribute it. As the new century brightened the horizon and strange new technologies like cars and aeroplanes gained popularity, it seemed that the sky was the limit – and for a wider group of people than ever before.

The time seemed to promise great advancement for women. They were still fighting for the vote in the US and Europe, but the upswell of activism and optimism that the fight for suffrage had provoked was dizzying. What better way to achieve parity with men than through a new art form, with no rules or traditions yet in place to hold you back? At the very least, women would soon be able to count on cinema as a reliable form of entertainment and escape. Far more than theatre – or even, perhaps, novels – cinema seemed to offer a way to see and step into other people’s lives: into other classes, other countries, other worlds. After a day on the factory floor, the modern woman of the 1910s or 1920s could sink into a velvet chair and be whisked away.

A few plucky go-getters like Alice Guy, the young secretary to soon-to-be French cinema mogul Léon Gaumont, took advantage of those heady times. Guy had taken a secretarial job with Gaumont to support her mother after the family was left destitute, and there she learned about these new moving-picture cameras. Just a few months after the Lumières’ projection debut, aged just twenty-two, Guy asked to borrow a company camera and M. Gaumont’s terrace to try something.5

‘ “It seems like a silly, girlish thing to do, but you can try if you want,” ’ Guy remembered her boss responding.6 Guy was a veteran of amateur dramatics, and she shot a fanciful story called La Fée Aux Chou, or The Cabbage Fairy. It was barely thirty seconds long and simply saw a fairy retrieve a baby from a cabbage patch. Despite the flat, cardboard cabbages, it opened up a world of possibilities. While the Lumières and Gaumont himself had focused on documentary images, Guy – like another French visionary, Georges Méliès – saw the potential for fantasy.

Over the next decade or so, Guy made hundreds of short films, by some estimates over a thousand. She became Gaumont’s head of production, which meant that she could learn and develop revolutionary techniques, including new-fangled tricks like semi-close-ups and even early trials with colour, like Danse Des Papillons in 1897. She made more than one hundred short films with Gaumont’s ‘Chronophone’, an early sound system using a wax cylinder. Her job was not just to make entertaining shorts but to showcase everything that Gaumont technology could deliver. It wouldn’t be unreasonable to compare her work to Pixar Animation’s early short films. There, tech pioneer Ed Catmull pushed the art of computer graphics as far as it could go and Disney-trained animator John Lasseter created stories to show them off, while in turn pushing Catmull to solve new problems that arose as their ambition grew (Curves! Irregular shapes! Organic surfaces!).

Unfortunately, that analogy falls apart when you compare how the two filmmakers were treated. While Pixar sheltered Lasseter and rewarded him richly, Guy fought battle after battle at Gaumont. There had been no particular prestige attached to directing films when she started. The roles of writer, director and producer would not be solidified for decades, and she essentially did all three roles for most of her career. There was no threat in letting a woman do it, no credits to fight for or awards to win. But after Guy’s department became profitable, attempts were made to replace her with a man. She took her case to the board and impressed the Chairman, Gustave Eiffel (yes, the one who built the Tower), enough that she kept her post by unanimous vote. But it was a sign of things to come. As the company became less experimental and more professional, having a woman in such a senior position came to seem like an anomaly and caused resentment among her subordinates. While filming the ambitious La Vie du Christ (The Life of Christ), her biggest French film and, at a bum-numbing thirty-five minutes, an epic for its time, the head of the studio workshop actually removed one of her completed sets and chopped it up for firewood because, Guy believed, of personal animosity. ‘That was one example,’ she shrugged years later, filing this among many more aggressions.7

By the time she left Gaumont, Guy had completed huge, ambitious projects, like that Life of Christ and an adaptation of Victor Hugo’s The Hunchback of Notre Dame. The latter had three hundred extras and twenty-five sets: equivalent in terms of scale and spectacle to eight months of VFX and a whole mess of Transformers today. These were also, by the standards of the time, prestige films, the sort of thing to convince snobby middle-class art lovers to check out this new cinema trend. If there had been Oscars back then, they might have been called Oscar bait. Guy was at the very forefront of her art.

She wasn’t alone. In 1907, scattered entrepreneurs began to find their own sunny, sheltered spots and create their own films, from Méliès’ long-standing studio making fanciful science-fiction films in France to England’s George Albert Smith, who developed techniques like double exposure and reverse film. Perhaps it was their example that spurred Guy to leave Gaumont. More likely it was her new marriage to cameraman Herbert Blaché, with whom she moved to the US. There, in Fort Lee, New Jersey, in 1910, Madame Guy-Blaché founded the Solax Company studio, becoming its artistic director and director of much of its output. She seemed to have found her niche, producing a regular supply of films and a steady stream of profit.

In a 1914 issue of Moving Picture World, Guy wrote:


It has long been a source of wonder to me that more women have not seized upon the wonderful opportunities offered to them by the motion picture art to make their way to fame and fortune . . . Of all the arts there is probably none in which they can make such splendid use of talents so much more natural to a woman than to a man and so necessary to its perfection.

There is no doubt in my mind that a woman’s success in many lines of endeavour is still made very difficult by a strong prejudice against one of her sex doing work that has been done only by men for hundreds of years. Of course this prejudice is fast disappearing . . . 8



Most of Guy’s surviving films come from her time at Solax, where she was neighbours with other future studio behemoths like Biograph, Metro, Goldwyn and Selznick Pictures. Solax was a custom-built facility that handled everything from shooting to editing, and there Guy made films that are remarkably modern compared to many of her contemporaries’. There’s considerably less over-acting than in some films of the day; Guy painted the motto ‘Be natural’ on her wall and drew relatively understated performances from her casts.

In particular, she got good work from children. Check out the very sweet Falling Leaves, like many of these early silent films available on YouTube, where a little girl – told that her ailing sister will be dead before the last leaf falls – ties autumn leaves back on to trees to save her sister’s life. A passing doctor asks the child what she’s doing and, wouldn’t you know it, is working on an experimental treatment that saves the day.

Guy also tackled feminist issues. In 1912’s Making an American Citizen, an Eastern European immigrant learns, through a series of vignettes, that he must treat his wife respectfully in order to assimilate into his new culture. It’s a forward-thinking and idealistic notion, as well as an effective comedy, but one that few male directors would have considered.

By some distance her most shockingly feminist work was a 1906 effort called The Consequences of Feminism, remade in 1912 for the American market under the title In The Year 2000. The 1906 film (the remake, like many silent-era films, is lost) imagined a world where boisterous, dominant women rule and sexually harass small, simpering men who fret about their hats. It’s funny and silly and gloriously pointed: the men are trapped in meaningless busy-work and the women strut about as if they own the place. Eventually the men rebel and throw the women out of a bar. The metaphor is pretty clear: in the real world, men risk provoking the same resistance if they don’t change their ways. Nor was that her only radical piece. In 1912 she made A Fool and His Money, thought to be the first film with an all-African-American cast. It’s not at all progressive to modern eyes, but even to make it was remarkable in those times.

Guy’s career eventually foundered on a double blow: Herbert Blaché left her to work in Hollywood in 1918, and in 1919 she almost died in the Spanish influenza epidemic. She recovered her health but her career lagged: it was harder to manage the business side without her husband as front man to deal with male investors. Guy made her last film in 1919, and by 1921 had to sell what remained of Solax to pay off debts. In 1922, following her divorce from Blaché, she returned to France, where despite repeated attempts she was never to make another feature.

In the official history of Gaumont’s early days, Guy’s role was excised by her former boss. But Guy herself never gave up. She hunted down her surviving films, and in 1953 was awarded the Légion d’honneur in recognition of her work. It was a belated accolade for her extraordinary role in film history, but cold comfort for all the years she was barred from working.

 

__________

 

* To be fair, they did also release several female-made films through their Focus Features subsidiary.

* Generally, prostitution comes in for a mention among the ‘world’s oldest profession’ jokes, though it has serious competition from tailors, who point out that Adam and Eve sewed their own clothes. ‘World’s second oldest profession’ can refer to actors but also any of a number of fraud-related professions. Sorry, actors.
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From Pioneers to Pariahs
How women fell silent before sound


GUY MIGHT have been the first female director, but soon she was one among many. As the American industry mushroomed – first around New York and then in its forever home of Los Angeles – other women found space to work and, for a while, to thrive.


The most powerful of those early Hollywood women was Lois Weber, who would become the most successful female director of the silent era, and arguably of the twentieth century, given her clout and prestige in her day. She was also one of the few whose career would survive – just about – into the talkies.


Weber started out in theatre and actually worked as an actress for Guy in a Solax film before she and husband Phillips Smalley set up on their own. After she took up directing as well as writing and starring, Weber became known as a social filmmaker, tackling issues from gossip to sexual assault to poverty to abortion and birth control (though not always successfully to modern eyes: birth control campaigner Marie Stopes was so appalled by her film on abortion that she asked for it to be banned1). But far more than that, Weber became a sort of first lady of filmmaking throughout the 1910s, even becoming mayor of the newly built ‘Universal City’ in 1914. That seems fitting for the first American woman to direct a full-length feature (1914’s The Merchant of Venice) – so why was she, too, largely written out of the silent-era histories?


It’s extraordinary because Weber was a really big deal in her day. She was already established on the East coast when she moved out West and became part of the new Universal Studios. Cecil B. DeMille’s directorial debut, The Squaw Man, was the first film shot in Hollywood, in 1913, but within a few short months the entire industry followed him. They found a vast desert bowl between the hills and the sea, where they could take advantage of the bright natural light and warm climate. That landscape, and the distance from the money men in New York, would shape American filmmaking for decades.


Carl Laemmle’s Universal occupied a huge tract and claimed to have found a new way of living and working (though few people actually lived there), ‘electing’ officials from among its stars and filmmakers. In this unincorporated town, Weber ran for mayor on a suffrage ticket, at a time when women did not even have the vote nationally. She lost the election by fifteen votes, but ‘business changes’ demanded that winner Isadore Bernstein resign, and Weber was appointed to the vacancy. Call it a publicity stunt (it was) but it also spoke to Weber’s reputation as a woman of substance.


At work, Universal’s regime initially allowed Weber to push the boundaries of the art form via what historian Shelley Stamp calls her ‘living newspaper’ films. Weber argued that cinema had the potential to spark discussion about important social issues, to be a tool of education and improvement, and that women had the potential to bring that power to fruition. She spoke at women’s clubs frequently to make that case, wrote articles about it, and by all accounts presented a personal case for the power of cinema in her demeanour as well as her work. Weber didn’t challenge the status quo with a wild lifestyle, outrageous displays of wealth or even loud support for suffrage: she presented herself as a respectable married woman, inviting journalists into her home with Smalley and showing them a vision of collaboration – though it was always clear who led their creative endeavours.


After her career ended Weber was portrayed in Hollywood histories – if she was remembered at all – as a star maker, plucking silent star Claire Windsor out of the lunch queue in the Universal canteen, for example. But in her day she was among the foremost directors in the industry. Universal Weekly dubbed her the ‘Greatest Woman Director in the World’ and claimed that some would suggest dropping the modifier ‘to make it really fit her’.2 Laemmle, who was not known for his spending, said that he would trust Weber with ‘any sum of money that she needed’. While she did find future stars, she also networked with, encouraged and mentored an entire generation of women across Hollywood.


Aside from the blatant unfairness of her historical portrayal, it’s frustrating to think of the films she and her followers might still have made. Although D. W. Griffith and Cecil B. DeMille are credited with developing a majority of visual tricks and film grammar in the early years, Weber actually used some of those styles before her male contemporaries. She was an early adopter of split-screen with her 1913 home-invasion thriller Suspense, showing the creeping danger alongside the terrified victim, and she was a proponent of shooting on location and, where possible, in sequence. On films like Hypocrites and Where Are My Children?, she used multiple exposure, and she was chosen to shoot world-famous ballerina Anna Pavlova’s only film, The Dumb Girl Of Portici. While Weber technically shared a directing credit with her actor husband Phillips Smalley at first, it was always clear from contemporary accounts that she was the driving creative force as both writer and director. She even started displaying her signature on her films, hoping that this would stand as a guarantee of quality. After their divorce Smalley never gained another directing credit while Weber, for a few years at least, continued to rank among Hollywood’s top names.


During the mid-1910s, Universal entrusted Weber with more quality features than any other director on their roster,3 to the extent that she dominated their ‘Bluebird’ offshoot. While she always pushed to make films of social substance, she also had huge successes with Hypocrites (a religious allegory set in two parallel timelines). She became Universal’s highest paid director, on $5,000 per week (adjusted for inflation, about $127,000; Premiership footballer money, in other words), and enjoyed almost total creative control. Films like Shoes and The Blot, both of which deal with poverty, still stand up remarkably well: the latter’s plea for fair pay for academics feels all too current.


There was a lively community of female filmmakers around Weber at Universal, including Ida May Park, Ruth Ann Baldwin, Cleo Madison and Ruth Stonehouse. By the count in historian Mark Garrett Cooper’s book Universal Women, women directed 170 films at Universal during the 1910s. That wasn’t just because studio head Carl Laemmle hired cheap talent, though he did. So did other studios that barely employed any women. Actress Ruth Clifford put the studio’s particular openness to women down to acceptance. ‘The other directors, the men, were very cooperative. And the actors . . . took direction just the same as if it were a man directing. Everyone cooperated. It was like a big happy family at that studio.’4 Universal sold itself as a place of ‘play’, as studio advertising of the time put it, and what better way to show novelty than to have women working in senior roles? Weber was the Beyoncé of the group. But Park was also a force to be reckoned with. She wrote forty-four films between 1914 and 1919, directing eleven between 1917 and 1919. Baldwin, meanwhile, directed thirteen films for Universal and a further six for Fox before her career finished in 1921.


By 1921, a lot of careers were finishing. Weber had set up her own studio, Lois Weber Productions, under Universal’s auspices in 1917, but within two years she was struggling. While she made one film at a time, the big studios were engaged in industrial-style production. Weber contracted herself out to Louis B. Mayer and then to Paramount in an effort to keep her career alive, but by April 1921 Paramount turned down her fourth film under their agreement, a film called What Do Men Want?. It portrayed the abandonment of a pregnant, unmarried woman and her subsequent suicide, and the studio considered it too risky, crippled by two opposing forces: censorship was increasing around the country, while at the same time the Jazz Age made such moralistic tales seem passé to the nation’s youth.


It became harder for Weber to find steady work. Through the ’20s she was still working with Universal but at a lower level: as a talent scout, a script doctor and just one more time as director. She shot her only sound effort and last film, White Heat, in Kauai in 1934, taking a ship full of equipment and generators with her to get authentic surroundings. The film ‘was not a hit but will not lose any money’, according to Weber.5 But it wasn’t enough to relaunch her career. She died five years later, trying until her final days to get back behind the camera. Her screenwriter protégée and friend, Frances Marion, paid for her funeral.


Universal’s women were not the only female directors working: the Women Film Pioneers Project at Columbia University, which researches women in every role in the first decades of the industry, has documented at least 121. Lillian Gish, the star of D. W. Griffith’s racist milestone Birth of a Nation, turned her hand to directing in 1919 with a mid-budget, five-reel film called Remodeling Her Husband. The film is lost, so we can’t judge if Griffith was right when he complimented Gish on the result. It had been an ambitious undertaking. Gish set out to make it as female as possible, writing the script with her sister and star Dorothy Gish, and hiring Dorothy Parker to write the inter-titles at the suggestion of Weber and screenwriter Anita Loos. The one role she couldn’t find a woman to cover was cameraman (then, as now, camera departments were heavily maledominated), and the man she hired, George Hill, caused problems when he became, she said, ‘hysterical’ because a set was slightly too small for the master shot he wanted. Her rented studio space was another nightmare: the furnace broke, the set froze and the actors had to hold their breath while the camera rolled so that the mist wouldn’t be visible. Gish wrote to a friend later that, ‘It was almost too much for me. Would never do it again, however it was a good experience and I am not sorry. Am cutting and editing (is that the way you spell it) it now.’6


The reviews were not all glowing (‘Lillian does not qualify as a particularly strong directress,’ sniffed Variety, reserving all praise for Dorothy), and in the immediate aftermath a bitter Gish said that women should not direct. ‘I am not strong enough,’ she told Photoplay. ‘I doubt if any woman is. I understand now why Lois Weber was always ill after a picture.’ But Gish came around, pointing out to film historian Anthony Slide in 1977 that the film took ten times its cost: a rare achievement in any age.


Outside the Hollywood bubble, we know that Marion E. Wong set up the Mandarin Film Company in Oakland and made a film called The Curse of the Quon Gwon, casting her family as her stars and playing the villain herself.7 That film survives only partially, though 1917 accounts describe its plot as concerning ‘the curse of a Chinese god that follows his people because of the influence of western civilization’.8 It was turned down for wide distribution. A few Asian stars like Tsuru Aoki were able to make a career without relying on exoticised stereotypes, but it may have helped that Aoki was married to heartthrob Sessue Hayakawa (he later starred in The Bridge on the River Kwai). Yet such roles were few and far between.


African-American filmmakers Tressie Souders and Maria P. Williams both directed films that are now lost, 1922’s A Woman’s Error and 1923’s The Flames of Wrath respectively. Williams’ film seems to have grown out of her work as a cinema manager and social campaigner, into which roles she apparently retreated, but Souders moved to Hollywood at some point before 1936, so she may have tried to make a career in film and run up against a wall of racism. Hollywood was not immune to the racism that afflicted, well, everywhere, and Black people were largely confined to servant roles and certainly barred from directing. Alice Guy had been able to make her film with an all-Black cast because she was white, but no Black women were able to follow her lead in the studio system.


A parallel African-American cinema did develop, but as far as we know none of its major directors or producers were women. That said, there were notable characters like Anita Thompson, a Black Los Angeles-raised star of 1921’s By Right of Birth for the Lincoln Motion Picture Company.9 The film portrayed Black people more positively than most movies at the time, part of the company’s riposte to the horrific success of Birth of a Nation – but it was Thompson’s later life that stands out. Her politically active mother (Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois were family friends; Langston Hughes was a cousin) gave her money to go to college in Wellesley but instead she headed to Paris and hung out with the likes of Picasso, Hemingway, James Joyce and Coco Chanel. Thompson had more fun than practically anyone, though in screen terms her legacy was brief. Evelyn Preer, leading lady to Black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux, had a far more significant impact. She was known in Black communities as the ‘First Lady of the Screen’, appearing in sixteen films, on stage and in cabaret (backed on occasion by Duke Ellington). She steadfastly rejected roles that were demeaning or racist, but was not stodgily moralistic: her last role before her sadly early death from pneumonia was as a prostitute opposite Marlene Dietrich in Blonde Venus.


Other marginalised groups managed some firsts. Alla Nazimova played the exotic vamp on screen, carefully cultivating her real-life image to match, but she was also one of Hollywood’s foremost lesbians. She developed, produced and starred in 1923’s Salomé, an adaptation of the Oscar Wilde play, though it was officially directed by her ‘lavender’ husband Charles Bryant (‘lavender’ or fake marriages were relatively common in Hollywood as a cover for gay men and women). Hollywood Babylon author Kenneth Anger claims that the film was the first to feature an entirely gay cast. It’s certainly one of the most stylish and stylised efforts of the silent era, however, thanks in part to the set design of Natacha Rambova, the future Mrs Rudolph Valentino.


Lule Warrenton was described by Motion Picture News in 1917 as ‘one of the best known directors on the Pacific Coast’, and became an independent director and producer.10 She had developed a reputation at Universal as a gifted director of children, so her studio was designed to cater exclusively to ‘juvenile’ films. Warrenton came from the stage, and was older than Weber and the rest, so it’s possible that she simply retired in the mid-1920s, but certainly her planned 1923 all-female studio in San Diego, a world first, does not appear to have made an impact.11 Ruth Ann Baldwin, another Universal Woman, became the first woman to make a Western feature with ’49–’17 in 1917 – and there her directing career ended, though she continued to write.


But the Western genre gave us one of the most intrepid of the directors of that era, male or female: Nell Shipman. She literally went further than her contemporaries and journeyed into the Northern wilderness to make her films, outdoing even Alejandro González Iñárritu’s The Revenant in her capacity to endure remote locations and harsh conditions. Shipman started off as a star, became a writer and producer and finally turned to directing too.12 Her breakthrough as an actress was with 1915’s God’s Country and the Woman, based on a story by Jack London-alike author James Curwood. Having thereby gained some clout, she wrote and produced a sequel, based on Curwood’s story Back to God’s Country, in 1919.


Curwood was apparently not happy with her decision to transform his tale so that the heroine was a woman called Dolores rather than a Great Dane called Tao (showing that great roles for women have always been thin on the ground, and that purists have always objected to rewrites to create female leads. Take heart, 2016 Ghostbusters.). Perhaps that’s why Curwood insisted, as permitted by his contract, on a filming location at Slave Lake in Canada, just south of the Arctic Circle.


If he hoped to force Shipman to drop the idea, he was disappointed. Shipman and her crew bundled up against the shocking cold and went into the heart of the Canadian winter, facing temperatures of-40 degrees (Curwood went home). Shipman’s cameraman, Joseph Walker (a camera pioneer and later a legend of the studio era), recalled lenses freezing open in the cold and the constant danger of death in the frigid conditions. Frostbite nearly claimed director Bert Van Tuyle’s foot and made him delusional with pain. Original leading man Ronald Byram, after going outside without his coat and breathing too deeply in the icy air – despite warnings to take shallow breaths – apparently ‘froze the tips of his lungs’ and died of pneumonia.


Shipman soldiered on: writing, producing and starring in several more wilderness epics. Her final two efforts as director were less successful: the taste for such adventures seemed to have passed. Still, she deserves to be remembered for her toughness. While Leonardo DiCaprio and Iñárritu resorted to a CG grizzly, Shipman had a pet bear that she brought on shoots, as well as a full complement of other wild animals. Making 1923’s The Grub-Stake turned rough when hostile locals killed many of her animals and Shipman and Van Tuyle were left stranded in the wilderness for two days. Her last production company finally went bust in 1925 and she left Hollywood to set up an animal sanctuary. For the rest of her life she pitched screenplays, but she was left in the cold by Hollywood. When she applied for benefits from the Motion Picture Relief Fund in the 1960s, they could find no record of her film credits and denied her claim.


Shipman followed a decade-long vogue for action-packed thrillers, giving lie to the long-standing Hollywood claim that female-led action films don’t sell (unless we’ve gone backwards in the last hundred years?). Long before Captain Marvel, there were hit action serials led by extraordinary stuntwomen – extraordinary because they benefited from almost none of the safety precautions used today. Take, for example, the ‘Peerless Fearless Girl’ Pearl White. She starred in serials like The Perils of Pauline and The Exploits of Elaine, and was the most popular film star of 1916. White and her fellow action stars – Grace Cunard, Helen Holmes, Rose ‘Helen’ Gibson (rechristened when she took over The Hazards of Helen series from Holmes), Cleo Madison, Kathlyn Williams – were spiritual ancestors to Tom Cruise. White learned to fly, threw herself off moving cars and swam across rivers. She dangled off a Manhattan skyscraper as a publicity stunt. Holmes jumped from a moving train to a moving car, and saved her character’s father, boyfriend and employer from disaster. Gibson leapt from a railway-station roof on to a moving train, and when the train’s motion caused her to almost roll off the other side she grabbed an air vent and held on like a true Indiana Jones, nailing the take. Williams’ speciality in 1913’s The Adventures of Kathlyn was working with wild animals, though that serial was most notable as the first to use cliffhanger endings. Madison had to survive a car crash and a forest fire for her films, and if Cunard did less in the way of stunt work, she played jewel thieves and reporters so she still packed in the thrills. She and Madison were also credited directors and screenwriters.


Of course, some stunts did go horribly wrong. Spinal injuries left White in persistent pain and she became too valuable to risk on her own stunts. That became public knowledge when a stuntman in a wig, John Stevenson, was killed during her last serial, Plunder, in 1923. White had been savvy with her money and lived in comfort for the rest of her life – though that was shortened by the alcoholism that numbed the pain of her injuries. Gibson was replaced by the Spencer Production Company in 1921 after a ruptured appendix left her hospitalised. For a few years she retired from Hollywood to become a trick rider in the circus, because that seemed safe, before returning to spend a decade doubling for other stars.


Like the stunt stars, some female pioneers were almost immediately written out of the history books. That girl from the train tracks, Mabel Normand, was one of the leading lights of comedy studio Keystone Pictures.13 Normand was often the object of desire for a big lug played by Mack Sennett or Fatty Arbuckle, but behind the scenes she was a writer, director and producer, creating and controlling her own work. Her co-star and boss Sennett said that it was Normand who taught Chaplin to direct, though Chaplin (of course) denied that in his own accounts, saying that he had complained about her competence and directed himself from the start. Keystone’s own records show that Normand was directing in 1914 and Normand told Picture Play that she directed her own pictures ‘for a long time’.


Normand finished her career as an actress, her filmmaking largely forgotten. A series of scandals involving men around her also diminished her public appeal, and through the ’20s she was dogged by stories about her drinking and drug use. She died in 1930 of tuberculosis, aged just thirty-seven, and never had the chance to write her own self-aggrandising story like her male colleagues.


By then, women were already being written out of film history. Shipman and Guy would write their own memoirs but find no takers in their lifetimes (they have since been published).14 It’s only recently that projects like Columbia’s Women Film Pioneers Project are beginning to uncover the buried stories of the silent-era women. ‘I would never have done this project if I’d known how they’d come out of the woodwork,’ jokes Professor Jane Gaines15, one of the leaders of the Project. ‘Every time I go to the Library of Congress, I find a new name. It might be in the credits, or we look at a Chinese film and discover that White Rose Woo, who was the Chinese [equivalent of action heroine] Pearl White, has a screenwriting credit on another film.’ Families still find troves of movie memorabilia in attics courtesy of great-grandmothers, and pass them on. Much of what was lost is being reconstructed, and recent funding for the American Film Institute to work with the WFPP will mean that the credits for those women are now added to their catalogue of movie history.


Back then, if you wanted to assure your legacy, the best option was to tie your story to a man. Dorothy Davenport did just that when she turned a drug-related tragedy into a crusade. Davenport was a star and occasional director, but also part of a dream couple with fellow actor Wallace Reid. He was a major heartthrob, a genial and handsome sort with a lighter screen presence than the brooding likes of Valentino or Hayakawa: think Tom Hiddleston. But Reid was injured in a train crash and given a huge dose of morphine so he could keep shooting. He became addicted and died while trying to get clean with the ‘help’ of quack physicians. The New York Times genteelly reported his condition as a ‘nervous breakdown’, but fans knew better. Davenport – now billing herself as Mrs Wallace Reid – responded with drug drama Human Wreckage the following year, which finishes with a direct-to-camera plea to fight narcotics pushers. Her story inspired the many versions of A Star is Born, with the famous wife adopting her husband’s name to protect his legacy.


Reid’s tragedy was part of the dark side of Hollywood stardom from its outset. People literally worked themselves to death on hundreds of shorts in a year, took risks that no sane person would countenance and accepted whatever substances they were offered to keep doing it, chasing that movie-stardom high. It quickly became clear, by the early 1910s, that there was too much money at stake to slow down, not when the outfit next door was going to shoot on regardless. Money began to shape the industry in unhealthy ways.


If that environment was bad for adults, it was significantly worse for child stars. Take one of the longest surviving, Baby Peggy, aka Diana Serra Cary, who died in February 2020.16 She earned millions of dollars – not adjusted for inflation – as a child star before most kids have learned to spell. She worked eight hours a day, six days a week, playing adorable tomboys off on mini adventures, often with ‘Brownie the Wonder Dog’, who, she noted later, was the same age she was. Cary did her own stunts, because who else was small enough? She was hit by a bicycle in one film, nearly drowned in a water scene with a large dog, and bucked from a speeding truck for her art. Her expressiveness and willingness won her praise but stemmed from absolute obedience to her domineering father, a woodsman-turned-stuntman-turned-alcoholic who ruled his family with an iron fist. He spent her money like water, and ended her career when he argued with the wrong studio executive and got her blacklisted.


Cary would later campaign for the passing of the 1939 ‘Coogan Act’, aka the California Child Actor’s Bill. Named after her contemporary Jackie Coogan, the law safeguards a portion of child actors’ salaries even today and guarantees them school time and breaks. It came too late for its sponsors. By the time Cary reached adulthood her film money was long frittered away, and as recently as 2014 she was denied medical assistance from the Motion Picture and Television Fund because they could not establish her film credits. This came despite the fact that Cary said she ‘stood next to Mary Pickford when the fund was established’, and despite her many decades of work preserving the history of silent film.


The problem for the legacy of Baby Peggy and so many others of the silent era was how Hollywood changed when sound came in. As part of the campaign to convince theatre owners to switch to sound, studio heads actively ridiculed silent movies. Lois Weber’s Shoes, a socio-realist portrayal of a girl who’s so desperate for new shoes that she sells herself to buy them, was re-released with a comic voice-over. ‘Shoes was an incredibly female-led, feminine film,’ says film historian Pamela Hutchinson, ‘but one of the reasons it survives is that they made a mocking sound version with a sarcastic narration. It’s so callous! But it’s interesting. At the same time we’re saying, “Oh, look at these silly silent films” we’re also saying, “Look at these silly films for women.”’17


But it wasn’t sound that killed women’s careers. Most female directors were long gone by the time The Jazz Singer launched the talkies in 1929, and the tiny few who remained had already seen their autonomy diminished. In the late 1920s, a high-ranking studio executive said that he didn’t feel that women were suited to be film directors. Lois Weber responded with a two-part newspaper column saying that not only are women suited to directing, but more women should direct. Yet she knew she was fighting against the tide. In the same piece she admitted that men were now reluctant to accept her authority as director, whereas ten years earlier she had been judged on her merits. Ruth Clifford’s claim that men were willing to work with women was no longer true.


As those filmmakers left the pictures, the most important remaining way that women could shape cinema was as audience members. Irving Thalberg, as gifted a movie executive as ever lived, said in 1924 that, ‘Pictures should be made primarily for the feminine mind.’18 Cinema became a mass art form because it attracted women, and succeeded to the extent that more women than men made up its audiences in those early decades. The nascent Hollywood created a hunger for its product, its own addicts. Exhibitors expected to show four new short films every day, twenty-eight a week, in the earliest days. Long after feature films became the norm they would be accompanied by a short, as well as perhaps a newsreel or travelogue. Cinema enthusiasts were already reading fan magazines in the 1910s and sitting through entire programmes to get one look at a favourite star. Before stars were named in credits or marketing, viewers – especially women – had taken them to their hearts and invested their hopes in them.


Perhaps it’s because women are discouraged from taking up space in the real world that there was something magical about sitting in a dark room and seeing your image reflected back, ten times bigger than life. Perhaps, at a time when women were encouraged to marry young and devote their lives to husband and children, it was transporting to see pure desire played out on screen. Weber’s social films dared to discuss real issues that women faced, and treat them seriously, but there was the other sort of film too, the pure fantasies of romance and drama. A male star who really hit the mark with straight female audiences could rocket to superstardom, as heartthrobs Fairbanks, Hayakawa, Reid and especially Rudolph Valentino would find out. And Valentino, the biggest sex symbol of them all, was spotted by a woman and supported by women, even as he became the most hated and envied man in America.


June Mathis, a hugely successful MGM screenwriter and executive (‘the most responsible job ever held by a woman’, according to the New York Times), spotted Valentino’s potential and pressured the studio to give this unknown a lead role in 1921’s The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. She then counselled him through his first few features, even bailing him out of jail when he was arrested for bigamy (you know how it is, one divorce isn’t entirely finalised when you marry the next woman in line – Salomé designer Natacha Rambova in this case). It’s hard to overstate how successful Mathis was. A contemporary studio puff piece described her as having, ‘supervisory responsibility for the expenditure of millions of dollars a year’, and said, ‘her salary will be the largest ever paid by a motion picture company to any woman, except two or three of the foremost stars’. Such bumph was designed to make the studio look wise and progressive in the mid-1920s, sure, but it also wasn’t untrue.


Mathis fought for Valentino’s role in Horsemen and played peacemaker between the star and a director who hated him. Practically all men hated Valentino; they saw him, and the frenzied admiration he inspired, as a threat to all-American manhood. Never mind that it was the 1920s and every dandy in the world was living it up in the Jazz Age; the tradition of blaming it all on movie stars started early, and women loved Valentino too much for him to be trustworthy. There’s a long old tradition of men getting hysterical when women show a preference for a man who doesn’t meet their definition of masculinity. Few men object to women fancying, say, Chris Hemsworth or Douglas Fairbanks – big, bluff men who seem virile and muscly – but the ardour for a Harry Styles, Edward-from-Twilight or Valentino is treated with far more suspicion. There’s a certain type of man who believes, deep down, that with a bit of time in the gym he could become a Fairbanks or a Hemsworth, but he knows he could never have been Valentino. One would feel sorry for them, except that such men are so often sexist, too, that it’s hard to have sympathy for their fragile sense of selves.


The problem for women was the increasingly masculine character of the film business. When film was essentially a cottage industry, something hand-crafted in small workshops around the country, women could take their place among its makers. But an industry on a national (and international) scale was a different matter. It had happened before in whisky19 and in wool spinning,20 and it would happen later with computing. Women were allowed to flourish to a certain point and no further. Men controlled industry, men made business decisions, and there was no place for women there, not even if they did stand on the verge of winning the vote. Much of the longevity of Weber and Guy’s careers owed to the fact that their husbands were, essentially, their front men. Actresses had to hide their husbands and children from public view, but for directors they could be helpful. Other businessmen could pretend that they were dealing with Phillips Smalley or Herbert Blaché when they went to Universal or Solax; once those marriages failed, so did that façade.


There was also a shift that still hampers women today, and that was the cementing image, in the public mind and in particular among executives, of what a director looks like. If there is someone with control and authority over a film, someone whose word is law on set, then it felt instinctively right to people in the 1920s (and often in the 2020s) that that person should be a big strong man. The towering D. W. Griffith and his long, patrician face fitted the bill; so did Cecil B. DeMille with his jodhpurs and riding crop (who’s he going to whip?). But Lois Weber, with her old-fashioned, matronly ways? Not so much.


If female directors and producers had trouble with their crews, that was a drop in the ocean compared to the trouble they had with financiers. The money that poured into the Hollywood studios at the dawn of the 1920s came from Wall Street investors who liked known quantities. ‘We have this all the time now where you hire people who look like you,’ says Pamela Hutchinson. ‘If you think the director is the person who’s going to protect your investment in a film, [you’re looking for] the same guys, all very corporate. The kind of women who had the ambition and drive to do something like this, in what was even then a very male-dominated space, were maybe the kind of person who didn’t want to make the kind of films that would appeal to the corporate line.’ It’s always been easier for the people who look like they belong to smuggle in nonconformist ideas, after all. For women, even slight deviations were now suspicious.


As women were pushed out of directing, the female producer followed. Early stars like Clara Kimball Young, Mary Pickford and Gene Gauntier essentially produced their work. Actresses set up selftitled companies to protect the profit share they were due, although some only lasted for one or two pictures. Giving stars their own producing credit when trying to keep them at your studio was a Hollywood technique that started early; there would be literally hundreds of such deals in the 1990s when they came back into vogue, and they’re still common now, as we’ll see. But as the studio system began to solidify, individual production deals died away and were replaced by studio contracts assuring stars of a steady income rather than a profit share.


The genius of the big studios was to seize control of not just the means of production but also the means of distribution. The biggest studios of the 1920s and ’30s controlled chains of cinemas as well as making the content that filled them. MGM’s dominance would rely not only on the talent of Irving Thalberg and its stable of star names, but also on its ability to supply a country-wide network of big screens.


That was bad news for the women who worked in exhibition too. As the studios tightened their grip, the barriers to opening your own cinema rose. Studio-owned theatres came to dominate the markets in cities and large towns, and the price of setting up a cinema climbed to $100,000 in the sound era – far more than most could afford. At the time women were almost always unable to get business loans in their own right; the Equal Credit Opportunity Act, guaranteeing women the right to apply for a loan without a man to co-sign, only passed in 1974. Yes, the right to get a loan without a man is younger than Kate Beckinsale or Rose McGowan. Some women were able to hang on in exhibition, just as a few – as we’ll see – hung on in directing. But the studio era ended most female careers in exhibition as well.


It was about who was allowed to exercise authority. If films are a lark, like amateur dramatics almost, then you – a strapping young Jazz Age fellow – might well take orders from a woman and treat it as a novelty. When it becomes your job and she expects you to continue to do what she tells you, suddenly it seems like an imposition. That’s why Weber and others reported crews becoming more difficult to work with over time, why Guy had trouble with her studio team at Gaumont towards the end of her decade there. Increasingly the experience and knowledge these women had counted for less than what they could not change, the fact that the men around them would no longer admit that women even belonged in that space.


Worst of all, as Gaines points out, ‘They didn’t have any words or language for discrimination. So they had to fight against prejudice [with] no name for it. They might have been angry, and frustrated, and exhausted, but they didn’t have feminism to explain it. Now, we understand what the forces [at play] are.’21


When film was a novelty, a way of telling stories that was all possibility and little profit, women made space for themselves and in some cases made history. They could tell stories about underrepresented groups, including themselves; they could make bigbudget spectacles for mass audiences. But with such abilities came money, independence and authority, and none of those consequences were so appealing to men. When film became industrialised by big money investors, women were pushed out because allowing them to stay would suggest they were equal to their male peers. We see it now in tech: women can thrive as influencers and advertisers, but face higher barriers in launching their own start-ups.


That’s what Weber complained of towards the end of her career. Studio bosses didn’t want thoughtful drama that might engage female audiences; they wanted starlets. Weber and Guy were out of step with the times because they thought cinema could change the world. They were not militant feminists; both were wary of identifying too closely with the suffragist cause. But their art was a challenge because it took women’s concerns seriously and suggested that they mattered. Even if the guy still got the girl in the end, even if they tended to emphasise the importance of respectable marriage and traditional values, even though they were overwhelmingly white and socially conservative, it wasn’t enough to reassure the new studio bosses that they were trustworthy.


The sort of subject that Weber tackled in the 1910s was beyond the pale a decade later. ‘Important’ films from now on would be those that dealt with issues coded as male: war, politics, law and serious (male-led) journalism. Women’s films would be considered niche, domestic, melodramas of little consequence. The sphere of female directors was more and more narrowly defined, until almost all the women at Universal – by then virtually the only studio with significant numbers of female directors – were making films about how to marry well, and only that.


By the end of the silent era, only a tiny handful of women still hung on in directing and producing roles: Weber among them, with the rising Dorothy Arzner and Dorothy Davenport Reid. All but Arzner would be gone in another decade. Writers like Frances Marion were able to continue work, since even then writing was considered a secondary skill to directing and one better suited to women.


There’s no evidence that these female directors had significantly more flops than their male contemporaries, incidentally, or that they were incapable of hitting the same box-office heights from the same budgets. Weber was very highly paid precisely because her films made a huge amount of money. Executives like June Mathis had at least as many hits as any male contemporary: if she was implicated in the disastrous budget overruns of the 1924 Ben-Hur, she rebounded with a string of further hits. This wasn’t a performance issue or a lack of enthusiasm. It was a slow, steady closing of the doors, to the white women who had briefly been able to prosper and certainly to the women of colour who had fought to make independent films.


Filmmaking was a mature industry, and the days of women standing alongside male peers and pushing the art form forward were over, for now. Meet the new boss, same as the old boss.
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