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FOREWORD BY ROBERT OSBORNE









When Turner Classic Movies began in 1994, we launched with a switch-flipping ceremony in New York City. We were very specific about the city we chose to celebrate the occasion as well as the day we picked for the event—April 14. That day marked the 100th anniversary of film in the United States. It had been on April 14, 1894, that the first kinetoscope parlor opened in New York City—the launch of the film industry in the U. S. of A. What better time and place to mark the launch of Turner Classic Movies, which began that same April day in 1994 with the promise to bring to movie lovers one hundred years’ worth of Classic cinema from around the world.


From the beginning we were challenged and also a bit daunted. One hundred years of movies is an awesome number to deal with and first we had to figure out where to begin. The initial film aired on TCM was Gone With the Wind, not only a film appropriate in size and reputation but also the favorite of Ted Turner, who was responsible for launching Turner classic Movies in the first place. The programming plan for the channel was always to show movies from all countries and from all eras, big productions, small ones, legendary ones, as well as B-budget movies. As the years ticked on, we collectively began to feel the need to, at least once a week, let people who were perhaps not knowledgeable about classic films see movies we felt were necessary to be enjoyed by anyone who wanted to be more than a casual movie observer. And we wanted to have those screenings hosted by people who did know interesting details about those particular films.


In 2001 we launched The Essentials as a weekly Saturday night event, and our first host was writer-actor-director Rob Reiner, flying solo. Rob was the host for two years, then was followed by two years with director Sydney Pollack (2003–05) and Peter Bogdanovich (2005–06). Then in 2006 the format was changed a bit, and I began sitting down with cohosts to discuss the films. Acclaimed critic Molly Haskell was the first to join me (2006–07). She was followed by writer-actress-wit Carrie Fisher (2007–08), actress Rose McGowan (2008–09), actor Alec Baldwin (2009–11), actress-producer Drew Barrymore (2012–15), and two-time Academy Award winner Sally Field, starting in 2015.


From the beginning we asked our celebrated cohosts to be an integral part in choosing the films we would pick as Essentials. Every year our programming department compiles a list of films available in the year ahead, after which my cohost and I separately comb through that list, picking what each of us feels is a genuinely “essential” movie. Every film is considered, from silent comedies to French New Wave, film noir to slapstick comedy, Casablanca to Invasion of the Body Snatchers.


Doing The Essentials has become one of my favorite of all projects I’m involved in at TCM, not only because it introduces some great films to people who might not otherwise be aware of them, but because it gives me a chance to have interesting movie conversations (and an occasional argument) with people like Molly, Carrie, Alec, Sally, and the others. This book is a celebration of our Essentials history at TCM but do keep in mind: it is not a ranking list. This doesn’t pretend to be a list of anyone’s idea of the fifty-two best movies of all time, or the most underrated, or the biggest grossers. (I shudder at the thought of the TCM staff, as rabid as everyone at TCM is about film likes and dislikes, trying to compile any kind of a “best movies” list—that would require that the National Guard be called in to referee and keep order.) Instead, this book is a sampling of some of the nearly three hundred films that have been shown so far on TCM as “essential” movie-watching—fifty-two films that represent some of the best that the art of film has given us . . . so far.
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WHAT CONSTITUTES AN ESSENTIAL?









There seem to be as many answers to that question as there are movies in this book—fifty-two titles ranging widely in style, genre, theme, era, budget, and running time. Some propelled actors to stardom or launched new genres. Others brought forth innovative techniques or entered the culture with their resonant themes. Still others redefined their genres with such inventiveness that many later movies would be unthinkable without them. In short, each Essential has left an unmistakable impact in some way.


That impact wasn’t always readily apparent. Certainly many of these pictures were seen as “essential” from the moment they opened: The Best Years of Our Lives, for instance, or Gone With the Wind. The significance of other films, however, was a total surprise, or came to light slowly: Casablanca and It Happened One Night were not major event films but just routine studio pictures that turned out far better than anyone had thought possible. They rode their success all the way to the Academy Awards.


Then there are the films that had to wait years to be considered essential, such as Gun Crazy, which went virtually unnoticed by audiences but helped pave the way for the French New Wave and later American crime films. Duck Soup was an outright flop but now ranks among the purest comedies ever made. Even This Is Spinal Tap came and went in 1984; the fact that it helped create a now-widespread genre of comedy did not seem obvious until much later. None of these three pictures, incidentally, received a single Oscar nomination—a distinction shared by thirteen titles in the book—yet they deservedly sit alongside some of the Academy Awards’ most honored movies of all time, including Ben-Hur and All About Eve.


As I immersed myself in revisiting these films, one trait in particular kept coming up: the ability of so many movies to smoothly shift and blend their tones. Keep a look out for this when you watch The Third Man or Mr. Smith Goes to Washington or Rear Window, to name just three. Their fluid mix of comedy, drama, romance, and suspense—so satisfying for audiences because it engages multiple corners of their brains—is one of the most difficult results for a filmmaker to achieve. Some Like It Hot is hysterically funny, but would it be as satisfying without its undercurrent of melancholy? Singin’ in the Rain is one of the greatest musicals, but it also relies on brilliant comedy and touching romance. Even epic dramas like Lawrence of Arabia and Seven Samurai contain wonderfully light moments.


Lists of “important” movies sometimes create a sense of duty. Citizen Kane has been labeled “the best movie ever made” for so long that the idea of viewing it can feel like homework. It needn’t be. Take a fresh look—or a first look—and see how entertaining, gripping, and beautiful it is, in addition to being innovative. Sure, Out of the Past is a quintessential example of film noir for all sorts of interesting reasons, but it’s just as enjoyable for Kirk Douglas ordering Paul Valentine to “think of a number,” or for the sight of Robert Mitchum in his trench coat gazing warily at Jane Greer. These are the kinds of sublime moments that linger, and every movie in this volume is laden with them—perhaps the most essential quality of all.


—Jeremy Arnold
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Gene Kelly and Debbie Reynolds in Singin' in the Rain (1952)
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Jane Greer in Out of the Past (1947)
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Behind the scenes of Rear Window (1954)
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Virginia Mayo in The Best Years of Our Lives (1946)











 






METROPOLIS









Ufa/Parufamet (Germany), 1927 B&W, 148 minutes (2010 restoration)
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DIRECTOR


Fritz Lang


PRODUCER


Erich Pommer


SCREENPLAY


Thea von Harbou, from her novel


STARRING










	ALFRED ABEL

	JOH FREDERSEN






	GUSTAV FRÖHLICH

	FREDER






	BRIGITTE HELM

	MARIA






	RUDOLF KLEIN-ROGGE

	ROTWANG






	FRITZ RASP

	THE THIN MAN






	THEODOR LOOS

	JOSAPHAT






	ERWIN BISWANGER

	11811






	HEINRICH GEORGE

	GROT

























[image: ]


WITH THE HELP OF A MAD SCIENTIST’S HUMANLIKE ROBOT, THE RULER OF A CLASS-DIVIDED FUTURE CITY TRIES TO QUASH A WORKERS’ REBELLION ORGANIZED IN PART BY HIS OWN SON.
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WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL






One of the most influential of all science-fiction movies, Metropolis has endured for its design, themes, and groundbreaking special effects. Its vision of the urban future—oppressive, despairing, and segregated into haves and have-nots—has reverberated through such films as Alphaville (1965), Blade Runner (1982), The Fifth Element (1997), Elysium (2013), and several Batman entries. Even fashion designers and pop artists have incorporated the look of Metropolis into their work. All that influence has not diminished the power of the original film itself. Indeed, it remains fresh and modern, especially since a historic restoration to its near-original running time.


The effects still look ingenious. To create the wide shots of the city with elevated roadways, cars, and airplanes in the frame, a stop-motion technique was used: for four months, the scenes were shot one frame at a time. For shots that combine human actors with miniature sets such as skyscrapers, visual-effects wizard Eugen Schüfftan employed his so-called “Schüfftan process,” which used mirrors to reflect the sets into the frame with the actors. Alfred Hitchcock, who was then working on his own films at Germany’s Ufa studio, later recounted visiting the set and observing this process, which he used in Blackmail (1929) and The 39 Steps (1935).
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Alfred Abel and Rudolf Klein-Rogge


In addition, the character of Rotwang became the inspiration for countless more celluloid mad scientists, with his mechanical hand even emulated by the title characters in Dr. No (1962) and Dr. Strangelove (1964). Both his laboratory and his bringing to life of the robot modeled on Maria—an iconic image in the history of film—clearly influenced Bride of Frankenstein (1935).


The making of Metropolis was an epic unto itself, with 310 shooting days, sixty shooting nights, and 36,000 extras used for the riot and flood scenes. Director Fritz Lang was dictatorial and perfectionistic, qualities perhaps necessary for a film of this scope but which Lang took to the point of maliciousness. Thousands of extras, for instance, had to stand in floodwaters for hours on end; hundreds of naked men endured numerous takes marching into a giant “energy machine” with icy water spraying on them; actress Brigitte Helm, whose performance as Maria is legendary in science-fiction, was exposed to real flames in the burning-at-the-stake sequence, and her dress caught on fire.




[image: Brigitte Helm as the Robot]





Brigitte Helm as the Robot
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DREW BARRYMORE


       “It is groundbreaking. . . . I think it is profound [and] has such a poetic message. . . . It keeps you thinking about the way that the world and life should function. . . . An original in every sense of the word.”


City of the future









Lang and producer Erich Pommer had set out to make a German epic that would rival Hollywood spectacles of the time. They succeeded, but at great expense: the film’s final cost was five million marks, and it earned just 75,000, nearly ruining the Ufa studio. (Ufa fired Pommer in mid-production.) After the movie’s box-office flop, it was savagely edited, with its original 153-minute running time cut by an hour for U.S. release by Paramount. In the years that followed, even shorter versions were created, resulting in total incoherence for a film that arguably hadn’t made complete narrative sense to begin with.


A 1984 tinted re-edit with a pop soundtrack gave Metropolis newfound cult status, but that version was only eighty minutes long. In 2002, newly discovered film elements enabled a restoration to 118 minutes, which was thought to be definitive until even more footage, in 16mm, turned up in 2008—one of the most important film discoveries in history. It was cleaned up as much as possible and incorporated into the 148-minute version now available. The powerful original score by Gottfried Huppertz was also recorded anew. The music’s notations and cue sheets had actually helped guide restorers as to the precise timing of certain scenes. The restoration debuted in Berlin and had its American premiere at the 2011 TCM Classic Film Festival in Hollywood.


ROBERT OSBORNE


—


“This is an example of the great work being done by filmmakers in Europe before the Second World War. It’s so advanced for its time . . . , so imaginative.”
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Rudolf Klein-Rogge and Brigitte Helm
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Gustav Fröhlich








WHAT TO LOOK FOR


For all the elaborate sets and special effects, Metropolis also employs innovative use of lighting and editing techniques to express emotion above all else. For example, in a scene where Rotwang chases Maria through an underground labyrinth, the only light source for several shots is her candle; for other shots, it is just Rotwang’s flashlight. Pools of blackness and stark contrasts dominate these frames, creating a sense of fear and claustrophobia In a frightening nightmare sequence featuring the seven deadly sins, an image of the grim reaper comes straight at the camera. And during Maria’s famous dance that drives men dangerously wild with lust, Lang fills the frame with contorted faces, and then just eyeballs, in a jaw-dropping montage of multiple exposures. These moments foreshadow the visuals in Hollywood horror films of the 1930s and film noir of the 1940s, periods in which many German filmmakers, including Lang, would be working in America and incorporating their techniques.


















 






ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT









Universal, 1930 B&W, 133 minutes
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DIRECTOR


Lewis Milestone


PRODUCER


Carl Laemmle, Jr.


SCREENPLAY


Maxwell Anderson, George Abbott, and Del Andrews, from the novel by Erich Maria Remarque


STARRING










	LOUIS WOLHEIM

	KAT






	LEW AYRES

	PAUL BÄUMER






	JOHN WRAY

	HIMMELSTOSS






	ARNOLD LUCY

	KANTOREK






	BEN ALEXANDER

	KEMMERICK






	WILLIAM BAKEWELL

	ALBERT






	“SLIM” SUMMERVILLE

	TJADEN






	BERYL MERCER

	PAUL’S MOTHER
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IDEALISTIC GERMAN STUDENTS EAGERLY ENLIST DURING WORLD WAR I, ONLY TO DISCOVER THE HORRORS OF TRENCH WARFARE.
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WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL






With a stark emphasis on the futility of war and its tragic waste of youth, All Quiet on the Western Front stands as a landmark picture, powerful for its antiwar theme and still potent as a piece of early sound-era filmmaking. Erich Maria Remarque’s 1929 German novel was an international sensation, prompting Universal to snap up the film rights and hand the producing reins to twenty-two-year-old Carl Laemmle, Jr.—son of the studio’s founder—as his first effort. When Remarque himself declined the lead role of Paul Bäumer, and Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. proved unavailable, director Lewis Milestone auditioned young actors and was struck by twenty-year-old Lew Ayres. He’d recently appeared in the Greta Garbo vehicle The Kiss (1929) but wasn’t well known to the public, and Milestone had to fight the studio to cast him. The rest was history, as Ayres’s touching, natural performance launched him to stardom and the movie won Oscars for Best Picture and Director (with additional nominations for Writing and Cinematography).


The key to the film’s success is its combination of finely drawn characters and powerhouse combat scenes, which have influenced countless war movies since, from Paths of Glory (1957) to Saving Private Ryan (1998). Top-billed Louis Wolheim, with his unforgettable battered face, stands out as gruff-but-lovable Sgt. Katczinsky, a prototype for movie sergeants to follow, and Beryl Mercer is extremely moving in her scenes as Paul’s mother, helping to make the homefront sequences as engaging as the battlefield scenes. The mother had originally been played by Zasu Pitts, a comedienne cast against type who reportedly gave an equally lovely performance, but at the film’s preview, the audience howled with laughter when Pitts came on screen because they had just seen her in the comedy Honey (1930). The somber scene was ruined and an anxious Laemmle immediately ordered a reshoot with a new actress, Mercer.


The war scenes were state-of-the-art for 1930, directed by Milestone with tremendous movement, immediacy, and depth in nearly every frame. Dramatic crane shots look astonishing for having been accomplished during a year in which most cameras were trapped in immobile, soundproof booths. Combined with the fluid camerawork are striking battlefield explosions, achieved by setting off dynamite remotely just before or after the actors ran by, with little room to spare. When Milestone was hit by debris and knocked unconscious, the crew started wearing steel helmets themselves. As cinematographer Arthur Edeson recalled, “Except for not using real bullets, we might as well have been in the war.” Adding to the realism was the fact that all 1,000-plus soldier extras had actually fought in World War I, on both sides of the conflict.


Milestone’s choreography of action and camera was so impressive that he became known as a war-movie expert, and he returned to the genre many times, notably with the World War II combat film A Walk in the Sun (1945) and the grim Korean War drama Pork Chop Hill (1959). Those pictures also show the price of war, but All Quiet on the Western Front—like most World War I films—is more explicitly antiwar, through to its iconic ending.




 






ROBERT OSBORNE


       “What I love is this is a movie. It was created on a soundstage, and in fields with trenches This isn’t a documentary, and it almost has the look of [one] The camera’s very low to the ground, so you’re where the soldiers were in the trenches It’s a harrowing picture.”
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A World War I combat scene








WHAT TO LOOK FOR


In the famous foxhole sequence, Paul stabs a French soldier, then tries to keep him alive and ultimately begs forgiveness of the corpse—all in the midst of artillery fire stretching through the night, the following day, and into the night again. Ayres’s shifting reactions to what he has done are heart-wrenching, but the Frenchman’s wordless performance is even more memorable. He is played by Raymond Griffith, a major silent comedy star who had retired from acting with the advent of sound due to a vocal affliction that kept him from speaking above a whisper A great admirer of Remarque’s novel, Griffith agreed to take on this little role for free, simply wanting to be a part of such a worthy film. To see Griffith in his final screen appearance, struggling to speak before slowly dying, carries supreme poignancy.


—


A simple, lighthearted scene in which Paul and his friends swim across a river to visit some Frenchwomen was actually one of the most challenging to shoot. By all accounts, the water was so bitterly cold that the actors almost contracted hypothermia. William Bakewell later recalled Ayres’s back looking as if blue ink had been spilled all over it.
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Beryl Mercer, Lew Ayres, and Marion Clayton


That ending came together at the last moment. Milestone wasn’t happy with his original conclusion, despite its faithfulness to the novel, nor was he satisfied with eight suggested alternatives. When a friend, Metropolis cinematographer Karl Freund, mused that it should be something “as simple as a butterfly,” Milestone took the comparison literally, remembering an earlier scene that references Paul’s butterfly collection, and he knew he had his solution. Ayres and Edeson were busy on other films by then so he enlisted Freund to shoot the new finale, with Milestone himself providing the hand that tragically reaches for a butterfly. In the way it blends intimate characterization with the film’s theme of overwhelming warfare—entirely visually—it’s a devastating finish.




 






ALEC BALDWIN


—


“For me this movie is an essential because the grittiness of these war sequences is really a model for other films that are to come, like Kubrick’s Paths of Glory, [with its] fantastic tracking shots through the trenches, on to films like Platoon and Apocalypse Now.”
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Lew Ayres, Russell Gleason, Louis Wolheim, Scott Kolk, Ben Alexander, and Owen Davis, Jr.
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Lew Ayres and Raymond Griffith











 






CITY LIGHTS









United Artists, 1931 B&W, 86 minutes
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Charlie Chaplin
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Charlie Chaplin and Virginia Cherrill




 






DIRECTOR


Charles Chaplin


PRODUCER


Charles Chaplin (uncredited)


SCREENPLAY


Charles Chaplin


STARRING










	CHARLIE CHAPLIN

	A TRAMP






	VIRGINIA CHERRILL

	A BLIND GIRL






	FLORENCE LEE

	HER GRANDMOTHER






	HARRY MYERS

	AN ECCENTRIC MILLIONAIRE






	ALLAN GARCIA

	HIS BUTLER






	HANK MANN

	A PRIZEFIGHTER
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A TRAMP FALLS FOR A BLIND FLOWER GIRL, THEN TRIES TO RAISE THE MONEY TO RESTORE HER EYESIGHT.
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WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL






Charlie Chaplin started developing City Lights in 1928, just as sound was starting to overtake Hollywood. By the time the film was released in February 1931, it was already an anachronism—a silent film (with music and sound effects) in an otherwise fully talkie era. The timing had made Chaplin quite nervous, but his faith was rewarded when City Lights became a major success. In fact, it became his personal favorite of his own films, a sentiment shared by legions of fans ever since.


Scene after scene ranks among Chaplin’s very best work: the sidewalk elevator scene, the blind girl tossing water in the tramp’s face, the millionaire’s suicide attempt, the boxing match, the fight for the cigarette butt, and, of course, the extraordinary ending—one of the most moving in motion-picture history.


Chaplin had introduced his tramp character to the screen in 1914, but City Lights marked the first time that the tramp engaged in a fully romantic story in addition to his usual comedy. For the part of the blind flower girl with whom the tramp falls in love, Chaplin cast a beautiful twenty-year-old unknown, Virginia Cherrill, whom he had noticed in the stands at a boxing match. He was particularly struck by her gaze, which resembled blindness but was, in fact, just nearsightedness. “She could look blind without being offensive,” Chaplin later wrote. It didn’t seem to matter that she had a total lack of acting experience.
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Charlie Chaplin and Harry Myers




 






ROBERT OSBORNE


—


“Charlie Chaplin is film. He’s what film’s all about. He started out in the silent-screen era and helped define it, helped create it, helped bring it into focus as an art form [and] an entertainment form. He was a genius. . . . I do think City Lights is his best film.”









She is very affecting in the finished film, but Chaplin had a tough time getting a performance to his liking, probably due more to his exacting standards than to her lack of experience. Cherrill, who later married Cary Grant, said Chaplin would direct his cast by acting out every nuance and moment of every part, demonstrating precisely what he wanted. (Robert Parrish, a future editor and director who here plays a newsboy with a peashooter, echoed this point, recalling that he felt Chaplin “would much rather have played all [the parts] himself.”) The first scene between Chaplin and Cherrill took two weeks to get right, and the shot where she offers him a flower required 342 takes. Over and over, she didn’t hold the flower in the way that he wanted, or she didn’t speak the line “Flower, sir?” correctly—even though the line is only “seen” and never heard. Their working relationship was tempestuous, and Chaplin even fired her at one point during the long, on-and-off-again production schedule, only to hire her back with a raise in salary.
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Charlie Chaplin, Eddie Baker, and Hank Mann


Another reason for the drawn-out production—two years from the first day of shooting to the last—was that Chaplin experienced serious creative blocks. It took him over a year, for instance, to think of the device that would make the blind girl mistakenly believe the tramp to be a rich man: the slamming of a car door after the tramp rushes through to evade a cop. Chaplin also fell ill for a long stretch, reportedly caused by stress.


The end result, however, was an unparalleled blending of comedy and pathos that has held up superbly. The final sequence is unforgettable for its emotional complexity and simple economy. Of the famous last shot, Chaplin later said he “felt a beautiful sensation of not acting, of standing outside myself.”


Silent cinema in the late 1920s was reaching an apex of sophistication, fluidity, and technical achievement that might well have yielded many more silent masterworks if sound had held off for a few more years. Thanks to Charlie Chaplin’s talent and perseverance in writing, producing, directing, editing, scoring, and even distributing City Lights the way he wanted—an all-encompassing level of creative power that was practically unique in the history of Hollywood—this masterwork did see the light of day and has been essential viewing ever since.


ALEC BALDWIN


“What I love … is Chaplin’s incredible use of his body as an actor. . . . He must have been a man of inexhaustible energy. He was like this nuclear reaction on film … kind of the opposite of a certain film technique you see years later when people are very still and kind of sedentary. Who was more alive physically, and who was more graceful and inventive, [than Chaplin]?”
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Hank Mann and Charlie Chaplin








WHAT TO LOOK FOR


Chaplin’s favorite scene in City Lights was the boxing sequence in which the tramp must fight a much tougher brute. Ingeniously choreographed, the tramp darts around the ring rhythmically, causing his opponent and the referee to do the same in what becomes almost a dance, and hiding behind the referee only to toss comical sucker punches at his opponent. The timing of all three men is perfection. Chaplin also notably uses the sound of the bell to generate comedy, although even here the gag has a visual motivation—the tramp getting caught in the bell’s cord. Virginia Cherrill later said the filming of this sequence “became sort of a party at the studio … Charlie must have had over a hundred extras present … and he encouraged his friends to come and watch.… [He] loved every minute of it.”


















 






GRAND HOTEL









MGM, 1932 B&W, 112 minutes
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Joan Crawford and John Barrymore
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Greta Garbo and John Barrymore




 






DIRECTOR


Edmund Goulding


PRODUCER


Irving Thalberg (uncredited)


SCREENPLAY


Edmund Goulding (uncredited), from a play by Vicki Baum, American play version by William A. Drake


STARRING










	GRETA GARBO

	GRUSINSKAYA






	JOHN BARRYMORE

	THE BARON






	JOAN CRAWFORD

	FLAEMMCHEN






	WALLACE BEERY

	PREYSING






	LIONEL BARRYMORE

	OTTO KRINGELEIN






	LEWIS STONE

	DR. OTTERNSCHLAG






	JEAN HERSHOLT

	SENF
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THE LIVES OF FIVE PEOPLE, EACH WITH THEIR OWN STORIES OF ROMANCE, BUSINESS, AMBITION, OR DESPERATION, INTERSECT AT A LUXURIOUS BERLIN HOTEL.
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WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL






“Grand Hotel. Always the same. People come. People go. Nothing ever happens.” So declares Lewis Stone, playing a disfigured doctor and longtime hotel resident oblivious to all that actually has been happening: a ballerina has been lamenting her fading career and finding love with a penniless baron; an industrialist has been going to desperate lengths to salvage his empire; a sexy stenographer has been receiving wanted and unwanted advances; a former accountant has been living it up since learning he is terminally ill; MGM has cast five major stars in five major roles.


It makes perfect sense that MGM should have essentially invented the all-star movie. It was always the most star-oriented of the studios and even advertised itself with “more stars than there are in heaven”—a slogan coined by its publicity department in 1932, the year of Grand Hotel. Specifically, it was MGM’s brilliant young head of production, Irving Thalberg, who thought to place five of the studio’s biggest stars in one picture.


Thalberg had also bought the rights to the source material: a 1929 German novel and stage hit by Vicki Baum. Baum had previously worked as a chambermaid at posh German hotels, and she based her story partly on an actual scandal involving a businessman and a stenographer. In an unusual move, MGM produced its own stage version of Grand Hotel on Broadway in 1930. It ran 459 performances and featured Albert Dekker, Sam Jaffe, and Sig Rumann in the roles eventually played onscreen by John Barrymore, Lionel Barrymore, and Wallace Beery.
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Frank Conroy, Ferdinand Gottschalk, John Davidson, Greta Garbo, Robert McWade, and Rafaela Ottiano




 






ROBERT OSBORNE


       “This movie fascinates me because it was the first all-star film. . . . It also started movies in which several different stories play out and are interlinked together. . . . It’s amazing to me how good Joan Crawford is in it. Better than Garbo, I think.”









For the movie version, Thalberg added Greta Garbo and Joan Crawford to create a true powerhouse ensemble, with all five roles carrying equal weight. At Garbo’s insistence, he seriously considered casting John Gilbert, her former flame and silent screen costar, but Gilbert’s recent films had not made money and Thalberg decided to pass. Garbo subsequently almost quit the film but was persuaded to stay on, and her pairing with John Barrymore resulted in one of the most sensual love scenes of the era. Garbo was so happy working with Barrymore that she agreed to pose for publicity portraits with him and even relaxed her policy of leaving work every day at 5:00 p.m. This is also the film in which Garbo famously intones, “I want to be alone”—a line she repeats three times and which became forever associated with her reclusive off-screen image. She said, however, that she was misunderstood: she didn’t want to be alone, she wanted to be left alone.
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Greta Garbo and John Barrymore


Joan Crawford, at age twenty-seven, was already a star, but at this point she was the least major of the five. Grand Hotel would boost her status considerably. She sparkles with appealing energy and shows her potential for more depth than she had ever previously revealed. Director Edmund Goulding was particularly moved by her work with Lionel Barrymore, recalling, “Barrymore’s technique was so genuine and real it brought Joan to the threshold of tears.” According to biographer Matthew Kennedy, Goulding added that “the most genuinely touching scene he ever witnessed as director” was near the end of the film, when Crawford reacts to Barrymore’s newfound desire to live. Thalberg assigned Goulding to Grand Hotel because he had already directed four of the five stars (excepting John Barrymore), and Thalberg felt such experience was needed to keep so many larger-than-life personalities in check. Goulding did just that, earning the nickname “The Lion Tamer.”
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Director Edmund Goulding (by camera), Lionel Barrymore, John Barrymore, Joan Crawford, and Morgan Wallace


Grand Hotel became the second-biggest hit of the year and won the Academy Award for Best Picture—the only film in history to win that award without receiving any other nominations. It also had real and immediate impact on the industry. Movies with all-star casts and/or episodic stories in a single setting became plentiful. MGM produced the all-star Dinner at Eight (1933), while Universal and Warner Brothers made Night World (1932) and Wonder Bar (1934), respectively, each about the comings and goings at a nightclub. An official remake, Weekend at the Waldorf, came out in 1945, as did a film of Vicki Baum’s follow-up novel, Hotel Berlin. Later pictures that follow the all-star template include Separate Tables (1958), The V.I.P.s (1963), Airport (1970), and Love Actually (2003).
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Wallace Beery and Joan Crawford




 






DREW BARRYMORE


       “[Joan Crawford] really steals the show. She is so strong and yet she has this great sort of looseness, this freedom about her, this casual elegance that really blew me away. . . .She’s amazing.”















WHAT TO LOOK FOR


At the seventy-seven-minute mark, Greta Garbo gets into a car while John Barrymore stands just outside. In close-up as well as the medium shot that follows, Garbo is lit radiantly even as Barrymore and other characters are more in shadow. This lighting touch keeps our attention on Garbo and gives her an ethereal glow—a fine example of why William Daniels was her favorite and most frequent cinematographer.


—


Another major MGM star, Marie Dressler, lobbied to play the part of Garbo’s maid for free, but Irving Thalberg thought the role too small for her and turned her down. Instead, he gave the part to Rafaela Ottiano, the only cast member to be imported from the Broadway production.


—


To prevent noise, many extras in the hotel lobby scenes were fitted with socks over their shoes.


















 






KING KONG









RKO, 1933 B&W, 104 minutes
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DIRECTORS


Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack (uncredited)


PRODUCERS


Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack


SCREENPLAY


James Creelman and Ruth Rose, from an idea conceived by Edgar Wallace and Merian C. Cooper


STARRING










	FAY WRAY

	ANN DARROW






	ROBERT ARMSTRONG

	CARL DENHAM






	BRUCE CABOT

	JOHN DRISCOLL






	FRANK REICHER

	CAPTAIN ENGLEHORN






	SAM HARDY

	CHARLES WESTON
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AFTER JOURNEYING TO A PACIFIC ISLAND LADEN WITH PREHISTORIC CREATURES, A MOVIE DIRECTOR CAPTURES A GIGANTIC APE AND TRANSPORTS HIM TO NEW YORK, WHERE HIS ESCAPE CAUSES DEATH AND DESTRUCTION.


[image: ]













WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL






One day in 1932, producer Merian C. Cooper summoned Fay Wray to his office to discuss a new picture, King Kong. “You’re going to have the tallest, darkest leading man in Hollywood,” he told her. Wray’s thoughts turned excitedly to Cary Grant, but then Cooper pointed to a sketch of an ape. Now her thoughts reversed course as she started to panic that her “beauty” would have to appear with a real “beast.” Finally Cooper stopped his teasing and informed her that King Kong was to be played primarily by an eighteen-inch puppet made of cloth, rubber, and metal.


Thanks to the artistry of special effects pioneer Willis O’Brien, that puppet would appear to be forty feet high and command an astonishing range of emotion, terrifying audiences, drawing their sympathy, and turning King Kong into one of the great landmarks of filmmaking. O’Brien had worked with stop-motion dinosaur effects in The Lost World (1925), but King Kong raised them to new levels of sophistication. In stop-motion animation, puppets or objects are filmed one frame at a time and physically manipulated ever so slightly between shots. O’Brien combined the technique with back projection, miniatures, models, and matte paintings to create striking perspective between the creatures and humans sharing the frame. The “handmade” quality of the effects generated a power and beauty that still resonate.




 






ROBERT OSBORNE


—


“Fay Wray, a brunette, is a blonde in this movie because they wanted to get Jean Harlow for the lead but MGM wouldn’t loan her, [and] they always envisioned that Anne was to be a blonde like Harlow. . . . Willis O’Brien’s stop-motion animation . . . gives the whole thing a vitality and excitement that I don’t think any of the later versions have ever had.”
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Fay Wray
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Kong on display in New York




 






CARRIE FISHER


       “I always felt that there were really three love stories. There’s the love story between Kong and Fay Wray, there’s the love story between Fay Wray and Bruce Cabot, and there’s a love story between Robert Armstrong and his ambition.”









The special effects, however, were not the only methods used to pull off the film’s illusions. For one, Fay Wray had to react convincingly to what in the reality of the film set, was nothing. When her character of Ann Darrow and Kong are in long shot, she is “played” by a tiny doll in his paw that is animated like Kong himself, but when she’s held by Kong in close-up, the actress is in a six-foot-long mechanical arm and hand. It was raised a few feet off the stage floor, and Wray later said she actually did feel frightened whenever she felt herself slipping, which happened the more she struggled.


Wray’s biggest impact, however, came from her legendary screams—far too many to count. She later said they “were necessary in order to give life to the little figure of me in Kong’s hand. Without the screaming, it wouldn’t have seemed alive.” After the shoot, Wray went to a sound room at RKO to record what she called an “aria of agonies”—screams and moans of all lengths, volumes, and types, so there would be plenty of options during editing.


The icing on the cake was Max Steiner’s magnificent score, as important a milestone as King Kong itself. When the head of the studio first saw a cut of the film, without music, he was sure he had a disaster on his hands. He found the effects unconvincing and ordered Cooper to have the film scored with existing music in order to save money. Cooper thought otherwise and secretly told Steiner to go ahead and write something new; Cooper would pay for it. Steiner came up with the first wholly original score for a talking picture. It revolutionized the notion of film music, with distinct themes linked to major characters—including Kong. The music helps convince the audience of Kong’s size, it helps convey his emotions, and it even indicates his off-screen death.




[image: Fay Wray and Bruce...]





Fay Wray and Bruce Cabot


Cooper’s bet paid off. Interest in the picture was so strong that it opened in the two largest cinemas in New York at the same time, a total of over ten thousand seats. At the height of the Great Depression, Variety noted, “New York dug up $89,931 in four days to see King Kong at Radio City.” The astounding $2 million gross saved RKO from bankruptcy.


King Kong laid the groundwork for all monster and disaster movies to follow. It has been remade and imitated many times, and modern digital effects have made screen creatures much more physically lifelike, but the power of the trailblazing original has not dimmed. The movie makes us believe Kong’s love for Ann Darrow as much as it makes us believe the sight of Kong hanging onto the top of the Empire State Building, swatting away biplanes. In the moment, the image feels not absurd but sublime.




 






WHAT TO LOOK FOR


King Kong opened in the pre-Code era, a time when the Hollywood Production Code was not being enforced. As a result, it contained some graphic and suggestive scenes that were cut for future releases but later restored: a brontosaurus biting and killing sailors on the island; Kong partially undressing Ann, tickling her, and sniffing his fingers; Kong killing island villagers on a scaffolding; and Kong chomping on one New Yorker and dropping another to her death. A “spider pit sequence,” in which several men are devoured by giant insects, was shown to preview audiences but then excised by the producers for slowing down the story; it has never been found, becoming the stuff of legend.


—


The wooden “great wall” on Skull Island that keeps Kong and the other monsters separated from the natives was originally built for Cecil B. Demille’s The King of Kings (1927). King Kong’s executive producer, David O Selznick, later burned it down as part of the Atlanta fire scene in his epic Gone With the Wind (1939).


—


Producer-directors Merian Cooper and Ernest Schoedsack make cameos as the pilot and machine gunner of the plane that shoots down Kong.
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Kong and biplanes in battle
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The great wall on Skull Island
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