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This book is dedicated to the memory of my friend Taylor Negron, a writer and actor whom you know from any number of films, and who always brought an unquantifiable sparkle to the screen, no matter how frivolous the part.

The dialogue for his career of supporting roles is not included beyond this page, but was voiced, with characteristic humor, by this beautiful and funny, funny man. A smidgen:



“Who ordered the double cheese and sausage?”

Fast Times at Ridgemont High (1982)

“I’m so bad, I should be in detention!”

Easy Money (1983)

“What’s a little boy like you doing with big-boy smut like this?”

Better Off Dead (1985)

“You don’t want carpet—you want an areeaaaaa ruuuugg !”

Punchline (1988)

“Well, just once I would like to hear you scream . . . in pain.”

The Last Boy Scout (1991)







Introduction


It was the summer of 1988, when my brother Mikey and I would sit perched on a half-crescent, ruby-red sofa and face our fifty-six-inch Sony for hours. We grew up in a Texas suburb where few kids our age lived, but had the neighborhood been populated with friends, we wouldn’t have played outside much anyway. We were obsessed with our spiraling videotape collection dubbed from the holy transmissions of cable TV. Each afternoon, the Betamax softly hummed as we gazed at the most random of movie scenes and laughed maniacally. Then, like trained rats giddy for a treat, one of us would run up to the machine and hit rewind.

One go-to favorite clocked in at seventeen seconds and came from Baby Boom, directed by Charles Shyer and co-written with his then-spouse Nancy Meyers. In the 1987 comedy, the shoulder-padded “tiger lady” J. C. Wiatt (Diane Keaton) has a business dinner with her boss (Sam Wanamaker), but to young Mikey and me, a few years from being bar mitzvahed, the real star was a side character: The waiter who delivers their distinctive entrées. He serves the plates with a nasal, yuppified lilt:


“Okay, the Montana lamb with the rocket-leaf and goat-cheese salad, and the lime-grilled free-range chicken with the pumpkin pasta and dandelion grains.”


The whole routine killed us—and the waiter’s exit really drove the bit home: “Enjoy. I’m Philip if you need me.”

Mikey and I were literally the only people on the planet who needed Philip. When I called Richard Minchenburg in 2021 about his uncredited performance, the actor expressed flattery, but also confusion as to why I had chased him down. Curiously it turns out the Abrams boys were onto something.

As Meyers told me, the scene was remarking on a fad that was so very eighties. The concept emerged from the time she and Shyer dined at Café Luxembourg, and a waiter (future restaurant columnist Hal Rubenstein) started “describing in detail what was on the menu.” They were struck by how forward the guy was. As Meyers recalled, it was “a new thing for waitstaff to introduce themselves,” but it was the ludicrous cadence that got them. According to Rubenstein, his attentive patrons were tickled by “what I used to call ‘three-comma food.’ You know, ‘Tonight we have a dada-dada-da and a dada-dada-da with a dada-dada-da.’ Like, nobody needs to know that many ingredients. What the hell are you swallowing?”

This book has tasked me with unpacking the origins, meaning, and influences surrounding iconic movie lines, a vast discussion in which Baby Boom’s Philip admittedly has no place. Though the “three-comma food” cameo is an example of just how intimate and arbitrary our relationships with on-screen dialogue can be. Under the roof of each household, there’s a family that recites incredibly specific phrases from the clips they cherish. For Mikey and me to have constantly repeated Philip’s entrées was a silly bonding ritual between siblings, nothing more. Meyers told me how her own clan would often reference 1996’s The Birdcage, when Albert (Nathan Lane) squeals over chocolate schnecken at the bakery (because, after all, “when the schnecken beckons . . .”). I know my mother and her mother would end phone calls with Susan Hayward’s sappy “Save the wishbone for me!” from 1961’s Back Street—an overblown tearjerker of a moment that became a running joke between the two of them.

It’s easy to see how a perfect string of words can jump off the screen and ricochet through culture. Iconic lines shatter us (“I coulda had class, I coulda been a contender, I coulda been somebody . . .”). They impart wisdom (“Always do the right thing”). They turn us on (“Just put your lips together and blow”) and crack us up no matter how stupid (“Bye, Felisha”). They compel us to leave the lights on all night (“Look at me, Damien—it’s all for you!”) and help us imagine who we want to be (“A martini: shaken, not stirred”). In the words of Katie Ford, co-writer on 2000’s Miss Congeniality (and who, coincidentally, pursued screenwriting after witnessing a plane’s inflight showing of Baby Boom that kept passengers crowing): Movie lines are kept inside “everyone’s own personal pocketbook,” something each individual totes with them, ready to unsheathe in any context.

But what makes a movie line “iconic”? As I was wrestling with this question myself, I asked Back to the Future screenwriter Bob Gale for his thoughts. “My gut instinct is [that] it has to have some application to the world outside of the movie. So, in Jaws, Roy Scheider says, ‘You’re gonna need a bigger boat,’ and that means We’re fucked. Right? But you don’t go running around saying, ‘This was no boat accident,’ or ‘I am not going to stand here and see that thing cut open and see that little Kintner boy spill out all over the dock.’ These are all great lines and they are very quotable, but the line that gets quoted the most, I think, is probably, ‘You’re gonna need a bigger boat,’ because it applies.”

Gale’s rationale could answer for various portions of this book and even more that didn’t make the cut. Space was always going to be an issue. To examine each and every line that deserves recognition would not only have been impractical but border on Travis Bickle–level insanity. Believe me, I tried. Initially the manuscript was double in size, including items that, while maybe not applicable in real-life situations, still win you over for reasons beyond quotabililty. Of course many movie lines do this, which is in part why whittling this thing down to a humble 200 or so entries was so brutal.

The inclusion of Hollywood’s most celebrated phrases—such as “Here’s looking at you, kid” and “Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker”—were easy to justify, but an iconic line’s significance cannot be measured easily. The Taking of Pelham One Two Three’s “What the hell do they expect for their lousy thirty-five cents—to live forever?!” so splendidly captures the pessimism of New York City in the seventies that it has earned its place. And what about lines from forgettable snoozers, those that would have disappeared if not for external events (e.g., President Reagan reusing “Win just one for the Gipper” from Knute Rockne, All American)? Or what of the snippets overheard zillions of times via audio samples embedded in innumerable hip-hop tracks, like Roger Moseley’s “You really don’t understand, do you?” monologue from The Mack?

You might disagree with my choices, but hopefully thumbing through these pages leads you to new discoveries or makes you appreciate the classics in a different light. After all, I spent nights and weekends stalking uncredited actors and harassing screenwriters about decades-old material. I took three years to dig through stacks of scholarship and analyze the ones that felt most definitive. Because to me, this isn’t just an extensive tribute to film—it’s the book a young Brian and Mikey would have craved. And if I’ve written it right, it’s the sort of book that will make you want to watch these movies, too, with the rewind button at the ready.

Enjoy. I’m Brian if you need me.

Brian Abrams New York City, March 2023


	

“Audiences don’t know somebody sits down and writes a picture. They think the actors make it up as they go along.”

Joe Gillis (William Holden)

Sunset Blvd. (1950)







[image: ]“Wait a minute! Wait a minute! You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!” 

The Jazz Singer (1927)


On October 6, 1927, moviegoers expanded their senses: The Jazz Singer opened, and the first feature-length “talkie” shifted the tectonic plates beneath Hollywood. At one Los Angeles premiere inside the Warner Theatre, the wife of an industry honcho saw the “terror” in those in attendance throughout the horseshoe-curved lobby. “The game they had been playing for years was finally done,” Frances Goldwyn said of the bigwigs who failed to pursue the trailblazing innovation of sound film. The Warner Bros. picture was a gutsy half-million-dollar investment, and getting all four studio siblings on board took plenty of convincing.

The transition to talking pictures also humbled a generation of talent that could not adjust to the technical overhaul’s new needs and sensibilities. Studios embarked on a search for new actors, pilfering theater houses for gorgeous smiles and, more importantly, refined vocals.

Similarly, at the picture palaces, accompanists who filled up the orchestra pits would find themselves out of work soon after the release of the musical drama about an aspiring showman (the crooning Al Jolson) who refuses to follow in his cantor father’s footsteps. Audiences were enamored—not necessarily by the melodramatics (lots of Jewish guilt), but with the first-ever spoken word on film. The speech begins around the seventeen-minute mark.

“Wait a minute! Wait a minute,” our wholesome performer improvises before a packed nightclub, effectively putting an end to the silent era. “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!” Jolson apparently relied on this turn of phrase when warming up vaudeville crowds, but in this case, his ad-lib calls attention to the ear-popping breakthrough of sound itself. He launches into his rendition of “Toot, Toot, Tootsie (Goo’ Bye!),” one of the more popular Broadway tunes of the flapper era. “Now give it to ’em hard and heavy,” he instructs the band, “go right ahead!”

Bizarrely, the studio’s incredible foresight to synchronize sound sequences with dialogue contrasts starkly with the backwardness of the picture itself, a landmark film that reeks of one of America’s most enduring qualities: racism. Now, The Jazz Singer is better remembered for its shameful blackface “My Mammy” number. Yet it nevertheless revolutionized moviemaking and forced competing studios to adopt the same course.



[image: ]“Would you be shocked if I put on something more comfortable? ”

Hell’s Angels (1930)


Her frame was not curvaceous, like that of fifties bombshells Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell, but Jean Harlow was eager to show what she did have. And unlike Mae West, her full-figured contemporary who laughed off men when their tongues uncoiled in her presence (see: “Why don’t you come up some time, see me?”), the younger and sweeter Harlow wanted to be wanted. She’d wear revealing dresses and bare as much skin as frisky pre-code Hollywood permitted. Her characters would come on strong but sincere.

“She looks like a real woman might look,” determined historian Jeanine Basinger. “She has the bosom that a real woman might have. She doesn’t look like your next-door neighbor—I’m not saying that—but her body is more like what you could see or think about.”

Indeed, Harlow kept millions wondering as she starred in roles that varied across genres but were more or less the same leading lady. In 1932’s jungle romance Red Dust, she very nakedly taunts a handsome businessman (Clark Gable) by refusing to draw the curtains during an outdoor bath. The same year, in the comedy Red-Headed Woman, Lil (Harlow), a secretary, asks a store clerk, “Can you see through this?” while trying on a snug-fitting dress. When the clerk affirms that she can, a smiling Harlow returns with, “I’ll wear it.” Later, when spontaneously changing clothes in front of a friend (Una Merkel), Lil exposes a nipple on-screen—one of the era’s several nonchalant, frivolous bits of nudity that evaded scrutiny until censors began an enforcement crackdown in 1934.

Lil’s red hair in that film was a publicity stunt. Harlow was well-known for her white-blonde bob, the “platinum bombshell” look she attained through a frightening mixture of ammonia, peroxide, Clorox bleach, and Lux soap flakes. Her fair-colored ’do had been made especially famous after Howard Hughes’s 1930 aerial spectacle Hell’s Angels, in which an eighteen-year-old Harlow employs her most outstanding seduction tactic. Decked out in a silhouette-hugging outfit, Helen (Harlow) lures a pilot (Ben Lyon) back to her place “for a cigarette and a drink.” She serves liquor and hits the flyboy with the now-timeless flirtation, “Would you be shocked if I put on something more comfortable?”

The line is the ultimate embodiment of her short but shiny stardom, a manifestation of the informality and ease with which she pursued her on-screen lovers. It would, of course, later proliferate as a staple come-hither used by anyone and everyone, culminating with an over-the-top parody from Lili Von Shtupp in Blazing Saddles. In Hell’s Angels, however, Helen’s enthusiasm is no joke. She slides out of the room, giving co-director James Whale a shot of her backless, beady evening gown that leaves little to the imagination, and returns in a robe that is tied at the waist while revealing much up top. She sinks into the sofa alongside her mark and closes the deal with suggestive talk of wanting “to be free” and “to live while I’m alive.”

Variety’s review said Hell’s Angels was filled “to the brim with sex” and would give “the modern youngsters” a chance to see “themselves in action.” In other words, to fantasize about being with a woman they believed attainable.



[image: ]“Mother of mercy, is this the end of Rico? ”

Little Caesar (1931)



Those filled with resentment and bitterness generated by Wall Street’s 1929 crash would find emotional refuge in Caesar Enrico “Rico” Bandello. Edward G. Robinson’s character paralleled the life of federally indicted Al Capone in 1931’s Little Caesar, a film that opens with biblical scripture printed across a title card, scolding viewers with the teachings of Matthew (“for all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword”). It was intended as a warning about the dangers of lusting for power and money, but a headstrong Bandello bulldozing his way to the top of the rackets had the opposite effect. Depression-era moviegoers rooted for the swindler (the government had, after all, already turned millions into criminals with Prohibition laws), and they saw romance in his determination to overcome the day’s hardships, even if it took place outside legal bounds.




[image: ]
“You want me?” sneers Bandello. “You’ll have to come and get me!”






Bandello lives and dies by the sword, and no “crummy, flat-footed copper” can stand in his way. Robinson gave him an intimidating, curt delivery that transcended his chubby cheeks and stocky build. The wound-up inflection, akin to the pitch of an air-raid siren (“Yeah, see?”), would provide comic gold for animation vocalist Mel Blanc and many others—but Robinson also brought a bleakness that his future Looney Tunes carbon copies wouldn’t bother to duplicate. Bandello’s survival requires guarded isolation, right up to his death. In a police shootout, he refuses to surrender. “Mother of mercy,” he whispers to himself, while bleeding out alone behind a rickety billboard. “Is this the end of Rico?”

Little Caesar cleared the way for a deluge of wise-guy pictures. James Cagney’s handsome hothead would dominate the thirties hoodlum persona, but Robinson’s teetotaler who didn’t womanize was the pioneer. Bandello would leave such an impression that, decades later, the ruling class still wanted to make an example of him. In 1970, when legislators in Washington were crafting a sweeping, if overreaching, law that enabled prosecutors to go after members of organized crime as syndicates rather than as individuals, it was not a Cagney character they turned to for inspiration. They called it the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act—or RICO for short.



Rocky Sullivan, Original Gangster


James Cagney’s rhythmic speech broke the mold for the Hollywood mobster, especially that of hardened criminal Rocky Sullivan. The nimble Irishman’s quickfire slang in 1938’s Angels with Dirty Faces would have an overwhelming influence on future thugs, every last line seeping into the brains of the nylon tracksuit–clad denizens in The Sopranos’ universe and beyond. Some choice cuts:



	“Whaddya hear? Whaddya say?”

	“What’s the matter with you? You want to get your skull full of lead?”

	“Say your prayers, mugs.”

	“I know you’re a smart lawyer—very smart—but don’t get smart with me.”

	“Shaddup!”







[image: ]“I want to be alone.”

Grand Hotel (1932)



The “prototype of all stars” was invariably a mystery. She was famous for never seeking the celebrity spotlight, and yet it always found her. The silent era saw a mass appeal for her glitzy charms, and that strange, deep Stockholm accent would thrust her into the talkies. Her resistance to granting interviews or capitulating to fluff photoshoots contributed to a mystique that made it impossible to cast Greta Garbo in any role less glamorous than an exotic dancer in Mata Hari, a Polish countess in Conquest, or Grand Hotel’s depressed Russian ballerina who sobs “I want to be alone.” It was the line that, for fans, would epitomize the actor’s lifelong attitude toward stardom.

Considering the spectacle of Garbo’s reclusiveness, “I want to be alone” would seem almost like an ad-lib, rather than slightly retooled material from Vicki Baum’s source novel. She’s not even considered the most breakout performer in the ensemble piece—the one to watch is Joan Crawford as a flirtatious stenographer, who gets the hard sell from John Barrymore’s baron (“I don’t suppose you’d, uh, take some dictation from me some time, would you?”). Garbo’s popularity would nevertheless reach its peak after Grand Hotel, which only made her seem even cagier to the public and inaccessible to the press.

Increasingly Garbo and her character’s persona became interlinked—so much so that in a 1955 Life magazine profile, she attempted to distance her personal life from Grand Hotel by making the inaccurate distinction that she “never said, ‘I want to be alone,’” but “‘I want to be let alone!’” The actor retired at age thirty-six after filming the 1941 comedy Two-Faced Woman, her twenty-fourth and final picture. She felt no desire to reinvent herself like the relentless Crawford would, or to pore over her old films when in retirement. Garbo traveled and had her share of lovers but mostly spent her remaining life in a low-key fashion—home by 5:30 p.m., eating dinner on a tray in front of her bedroom TV.



[image: ]“‘Swordfish’ is the password.”

Horse Feathers (1932)


The tail end of Prohibition furnished the 1932 picture Horse Feathers with the perfect comedic setting. As the country grew extremely impatient with a nationwide booze ban, brothers Groucho and Chico Marx seized the opportunity to perform their seminal cross-talking routine at the door of a speakeasy. It was there they introduced the world to simultaneously the stupidest and most infectious password imaginable—at least until Spaceballs would bear “1-2-3-4-5.”

The maniacal Professor Wagstaff (Groucho) wishes to gain entry but is at the mercy of an aggressively Italian bootlegger named Baravelli (Chico). An operator of the illicit watering hole has given Baravelli precise instructions to admit only those who know the secret code: “‘Swordfish’ is the password. Do you understand?”

He understands, but it does not matter.


Baravelli: Who are you?

Wagstaff: I’m fine, thanks; who are you?

Baravelli: I’m fine, too, but you can’t come in unless you give the password.

Wagstaff: Well, what is the password?

Baravelli: Oh, no! You gotta tell me!


A generous Baravelli, briskly ramping up the puns per minute, gives Wagstaff “three guesses” and provides a clue (“It’s the name of a fish”). Wagstaff fails at all three tries, first going with “Mary” (because “she drinks like one”), followed by “sturgeon” (only to be corrected by Baravelli: “‘Sturgeon’—he’s a doctor, cuts you open when you sick”) and then “haddock,” which only derails their conversation into their preferred remedies to get rid of a headache. Wagstaff eventually guesses the password, but only because Baravelli gives it to him (“You can’t come in here unless you say ‘swordfish.’”).

The entire episode is a pointless endeavor, much in line with the chaotic ethos of pre-code Hollywood Marx-ism, and one that would not have to wait for the sixties film–brat revival to find its deserved appreciation. The brothers astutely anticipated swordfish mania upon its release, when their nationwide newspaper contest asked for “the missing password that so magically opens all doors for the four marx brothers.” Per the contest rules, whoever correctly submitted the “nine-letter word” would win free tickets to see Groucho and Chico in action as well as their speechless brother Harpo. Naturally, to signal the password to the doorman, he retrieves a fifteen-inch sword from his famed trench coat and stuffs it down the throat of a fish carcass.




[image: ]
Wagstaff (Groucho) gains entry, then changes the password and bars Baravelli (Chico) from the club.







[image: ]“Why don’t you come up some time, see me? ”

She Done Him Wrong (1933)



Her size-eighteen dress and grating Brooklyn accent might not seem so titillating by today’s conventional media standards, but in an era laden with regulations on morality, an appreciation had sprouted for Mae West’s on-screen advances. Even her wardrobe, replete with ivory ostrich feather boas and hip-hugging sequined gowns, thrilled the everyday schmoe. “I didn’t have to take off my clothes,” the Bushwick native told a reporter in 1979. “Men imagined what was under them.”

By 1933, West would grace the screen with her curves and brash tongue in her first starring role at age forty. Before she traded in the lights on Broadway for a contract with Paramount Pictures, Will Hays, chair of the ever-watchful Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, made a stink about West’s 1929 stage hit Diamond Lil, in which she plays a sex worker. He threatened to wield his organization’s powers against any filmmaking outfit that attempted an adaptation. But cleverly, with enough changes to dialogue and characters, Paramount entombed the source material. Under a new title, She Done Him Wrong packed theaters and kept the studio out of bankruptcy at a precarious time.




[image: ]
West had mirrors installed on her bedroom ceiling, because “I like to see how I’m doin’,” she said.







The sixty-six-minute comedy is no Risky Business, but it succeeded as a vehicle for West’s cache of spicy innuendo and a Hollywood introduction of her unapologetic brand. When one Captain Cummings (a twenty-nine-year-old Cary Grant) asks Lady Lou (West) if she’s ever met a man who could make her happy, it’s an easy layup: “Sure, lots of times.” West appropriated most of her material from her start in vaudeville. Exhibit A, She Done Him Wrong’s catchiest rejoinder, when Lady Lou pops off once again opposite Cummings:


“I always did like a man in a uniform. That one fits you grand. Why don’t you come up some time, see me? I’m home every evening.”


West would reuse that come-on when promoting her subsequent pictures, often changing up the words—“Come up and see me some time”—as she glad-handed reporters on the fly. The line had gained popularity for various reasons. She simultaneously presented an exaggerated fantasy for oversexed husbands and became the subject of bad impressions by kids who saw her for the cartoon character she purported to play. Concerned parents supposedly sent letters to Hays, and a public-relations staffer crafted a memo to his boss that made the case for a classic conservative talking point, that old What if it was your own flesh and blood? chestnut. “The very man who will guffaw at Mae West’s performance as a reminder of the ribald days of his past will resent her effect upon the young,” Ray Norr wrote, “when his daughter imitates the Mae West wiggle before her boyfriend and mouths, ‘Come up and see me some time.’”

Her clout was undeniable. Even Betty Boop was built in West’s image—her animated curves going up against a salacious landlord in the toon short “She Wronged Him Right.” But enough was enough for the prudes, antagonized by a succession of racy, free-wheeling pictures and showbiz scandals. A restrictive backlash took form in 1934, when Roman Catholics launched the Legion of Decency and browbeat churchgoers to steer clear of certain films. The religious uproar also gave Hays the momentum to gear up his Production Code Administration, an office mandated to stamp the approval of any and every American title prior to its theatrical release.


A Loaded Question

Eyewitnesses of West’s Broadway beginnings back East might have recollected another of her go-tos that was repurposed for the screen—had they been alive to see it. “Is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just glad to see me?” had not shimmied into her filmography until the boldest of encores: her return as a leading lady at age eighty-seven in 1978’s harebrained musical Sextette. Evidently the “pocket” bit had laid tracks before she turned octogenarian, and it is believed to have dated back as far as her vaudeville days.



West, meanwhile, didn’t flinch. She was accustomed to the heat, having made her starring debut on Broadway in the spring of 1926 with Sex, for which newspapers declined to run advertisements on account of the title alone. It nevertheless roused enough of a stir that the controversy only aided ticket sales. Law enforcement eventually descended upon Daly’s 63rd Street Theatre and shut down the production; cops jailed West for “corrupting the morals of youth.” But the situation wasn’t so dire. She dined with the warden while behind bars, and her career benefitted from all the publicity. “I believe in censorship,” she joked years later. “I made a fortune out of it.”



[image: ]“The calla lilies are in bloom again . . .”

Stage Door (1937)


Starring in forty-five movies over a span of five decades did not diminish the Stage Door monologue from Katharine Hepburn’s memory. It had become “frozen into my mind,” she confessed to Barbara Walters in 1981, and there were four particular lines from which she would never escape: “The calla lilies are in bloom again, such a strange flower suitable to any occasion. I carried them on my wedding day, and now I place them here in memory of something that has died.”

The passage is rehearsed by poor little rich girl Terry Randall (Hepburn), whose stint at a Midtown Manhattan boarding house is accompanied by an ensemble of aspiring actors. Over the years, “calla lilies” evolved into a jokey mantra for any students of the theater. Once bitten by the acting bug, one inevitably adds the dialogue to their repertoire, mostly as an excuse to do your best Hepburn. “The odd mid-Atlantic intonation, the reedy voice,” wrote The Paris Review’s resident Stage Door enthusiast Lindsay Nordell. “The line’s iambic pentameter makes it pleasant to say, and the accent is fun to mimic.” After Stage Door, nightclub acts and drag queens latched on to “calla lilies,” trickling over each syllable and further cementing the distinct cadence into the public consciousness. In essence, Hepburn walked so diva impressionists, such as the gifted Charles Pierce, could fly.




[image: ]
Hepburn’s “calla lilies” remains the standard. Next best? Maybe Big Top Pee-wee’s Paul Reubens.







[image: ]“Magic mirror on the wall, who is the fairest one of all? ”

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937)

The 1945 New York Times obituary for Lucille La Verne, a thespian and trouper who performed before European royalty, hardly mentions her vocals in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. As the wicked queen, she plays a discerning sorceress who brims with jealousy over her typically attractive stepdaughter. “Magic mirror on the wall,” she assertively asks her favorite bathroom attendant, “who is the fairest one of all?”

Walt Disney had at first considered his antagonist taking the form of a “fat, cartoon type” with a comedic slant before perceptively deciding on a “stately, beautiful type” with an axe to grind. The queen’s resentment connoted “the battle between one generation’s fading sexuality,” wrote historian Neal Gabler, “and the succeeding generation’s sexual awakening,” and, upon its 1937 release, the Brothers Grimm adaptation hit home in myriad ways. “Whistle While You Work,” for instance, stirred Depression-era sentiments of both self-reliance and collective action, and audiences of all ages wept and cheered in awe of the technical achievement that was the first-ever animated feature.

Disney’s own four-year-old daughter vividly recalled how she shrieked at the queen’s transformation into the old crone. She is one of cinema’s most renowned villains and clearly a future role model for another infamous figure of nobility: nasty old Emperor Palpatine. Amusingly, the galactic tyrant also assumes the role of the magic mirror as a hologram in The Empire Strikes Back when counseling Darth Vader about snatching up that farm boy from Tatooine.



[image: ]“Elementary, my dear Watson.”

The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1939)


The deerstalker hat, long coats, and fluffed cravat were all part of the Sherlock Holmes persona by the time Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s London detective smoked his calabash pipe in 1939’s The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. Fans also regard this sixteenth on-screen appearance as the wittiest of all Holmes pictures. Chalk it up to actor Basil Rathbone’s intellectual take on the investigator of “deductive reasoning,” who clashes splendidly with criminal mastermind Professor Moriarty (George Zucco).

The famed catchphrase, “Elementary, my dear Watson,” would also have been part of Holmes’ lore by this time, despite its dubious origins. It had never been printed in any of Doyle’s fifty-eight short stories or four novels written between 1887 and 1927. Obsessives will point out that the words “elementary” and the playfully affectionate “my dear Watson” appear separately in Doyle’s anthology, but no one credits the author for inventing the idiom, which became inseparable from the immortalized detective.

The line may have stemmed from humor writer P. G. Wodehouse’s 1910 serial Psmith, Journalist. The monocle-sporting snoop Psmith (“the ‘p’ is silent, as in ‘pshrimp,’” he facetiously explains in a later story) cases some scheming slumlords and hooks up with a newspaperman named Billy Windsor. The friendly pair, Doyle fans as they are, quickly recognizes the dynamic between them. Psmith applies a “Sherlock Holmes system” for deductively reasoning the actions of his suspects, and, when Windsor follows with words of encouragement, it gives Psmith an easy setup for an “Elementary, my dear Watson, elementary.”




[image: ]
Holmes (Rathbone, left) conducts an “elementary” experiment.










Blessings in Disguise


The death-defying Zorro laid the groundwork for Hollywood’s tradition of dashing, elaborately outfitted subversives. His wit and mystery emerged in the silent era, when a marketable battle cry wasn’t required of a swashbuckler. He instead made his mark by autographing everything with the tip of his blade. “Zorro’s best catchphrase might be the zft zft zft air-Z,” said Stephen J. C. Andes, author of Zorro’s Shadow: How a Mexican Legend Became America’s First Superhero.

As talkies prevailed, a hero’s onomatopoeia developed into spoken word. Various masked, Zorro-inspired characters would carry his torch (or sword, or in some cases a holstered revolver) to save the day.



“Welcome to Sherwood, my lady.” 

The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938)


Errol Flynn filled out Robin of Loxley’s tights with seemingly little effort. A modern comparison to this Technicolor smartass might be found in Robert Downey Jr.’s sarcastic Tony Stark of Iron Man. They’re both jovial and easygoing when the stakes are high, not allowing a tense scenario to deprive them of busting out a saucy crack.




[image: ]
One journalist said Flynn sported those leggings “as though he had been born in them.”






The Adventures of Robin Hood was considered the best of all eight collaborations between Flynn and franchise co-star Olivia de Havilland. Her Lady Marian gets the full picture of the strapping Robin’s leotards when he greets her in the forest—“Welcome to Sherwood, my lady”—as his merry men ambush her caravan, sticking it to the rich with a smile.



“Hi-yo, Silver! Away!” 

The Lone Ranger (1956)

Television’s “masked rider of the plains” (Clayton Moore) closed out his feature-film debut just as the Lone Ranger had routinely done in movie serials, radio programs, and ABC’s network series. Accompanied by sidekick Tonto (Jay Silverheels), the Western’s answer to Zorro commands his faithful steed, “Hi-yo, Silver! Away!” as a blaring overture to “William Tell” accompanies the galloping band to fade out. The thoroughbred may have had various origin stories, but his rider’s plea always remained the same.

Pay no heed to interview gaffes or “hi-ho” typos on early advertisements during the franchise’s infancy; fans consistently heard the Lone Ranger’s signoff atop his white stallion as none other than “Hi-yo!,” and it would continue throughout subsequent big-screen appearances like 1981’s poorly received The Legend of the Lone Ranger and 2013’s excellent (and problematic) reboot, which mocks the Ranger’s last line. “Don’t ever do that again!” begs Johnny Depp’s distraught Tonto.




“As you wish.” 

The Princess Bride (1987)

The Dread Pirate Roberts (Cary Elwes) is a composite of Flynn’s Robin Hood and both Douglas Fairbanks’s and Tyrone Power’s Zorros, yet today is probably the most well-known of them all. Elwes cannot escape Rob Reiner’s romance-fantasy The Princess Bride, a burden of celebrity that he has learned to tolerate. Fans accost him frequently with “As you wish,” which, as the actor sees it, is not the worst fate among his fellow ensemble. “I don’t get [Inconceivable!] as Wallace Shawn does in an elevator,” Elwes snickered in 2014, “or Billy Crystal, who gets [a mutton, lettuce, and tomato sandwich . . .] if he walks into a deli.”

Pour one out for Crystal whenever he sets foot into Katz’s at any rate (see here), but even so, Elwes still can’t avoid the references when attempting to have a quiet, peaceful meal in public. “I was in a restaurant in New York,” he regaled, “and I was ordering a—I think, a hamburger—and the waitress said, ‘How do you want that done?,’ and I said, ‘Medium-rare,’ and she said, ‘As you wish.’ And I looked up at her, and I went, What did you just say? ”




[image: ]
Medium-rare hamburger for Elwes—hold the mutton.










[image: ]“There’s no place like home.”

The Wizard of Oz (1939)


At the core of every sequence in The Wizard of Oz is the idea that home is where the heart is, a sentiment that remains true for anyone whose affection stays deeply connected to their places of residence; also for those who are anxious about using public toilets. “Dorothy is motivated by one object in Oz,” MGM producer Arthur Freed told screenwriter Noel Langley. “That is, how to get back home to her Aunt Em, and every situation should be related to this main drive.”

Langley, one of fourteen writers tasked with the project, got the message: Dorothy Gale (Judy Garland) does indeed whoosh herself away from the Yellow-brick Road and back to the family farm by clicking her ruby-red, sequin slippers (originally silver in L. Frank Baum’s 1900 novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, but the studio wanted to show off the innovations of Technicolor) and crying out the mantra “There’s no place like home.” Baum’s version, before Langley’s tweaks, was “Take me home to Aunt Em!”



Pay No Attention to the Man Behind the Curtain

Mayer and his MGM brain trust felt that Baum’s novel was too whimsical for Depression-era audiences and wanted to ground some of its fantasy elements. A Midwestern girl possessing superpowers that enabled her to teleport magically to a land of Munchkins and flying monkeys? Huh? Langley reframed the Oz universe as part of a vivid dream, all safely contained within Gale’s imagination back in her Kansas bedroom.




It’s an infantilizing message to be sure, a “weak climax” that the Daily Worker’s Howard Rushmore criticized upon the film’s August 1939 release for espousing “the too obvious moral that little boys and girls should never leave their backyards.” Of course, MGM didn’t want anyone to stay home. Studio head Louis B. Mayer saw stiff competition in Walt Disney, whose Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs had reigned at the box office. It wasn’t until the fabulous fifties, when TVs sprouted in every living room, that the studio partnered with CBS for annual televised broadcasts of The Wizard of Oz, captivating tens of millions of viewers years before anyone had ever dreamed of home video.




[image: ]
Glinda (Billie Burke, right) instructs Gale (Garland) to tap those size 5s together “three times.”







[image: ]“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.”

Gone with the Wind (1939)


When MGM scheduled previews for its Old South melodrama Gone with the Wind in fall 1939, the studio invited die-hard fans of the 1,037-page source novel. These were basically like the Lord of the Rings zealots of their day, except more racist. Producer David O. Selznick did his best to ensure every last detail of Margaret Mitchell’s bestseller remained intact for the faithful, four-hour adaptation, until the final sequence when, rather than employing the already celebrated line, “My dear, I don’t give a damn,” Rhett Butler (Clark Gable) drops a censor-friendly clanker on Scarlett O’Hara (Vivien Leigh): “Frankly, my dear, it has become of no concern to me.”




[image: ]
Somebody had actually suggested, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a hoot.”






What happened to “I don’t give a damn”?  was a prevalent-enough response on post-screening audience questionnaires that Selznick appealed to the industry-appointed dirty-word police. “I do not feel that your giving me permission to use ‘damn’ in this one sentence will open up the floodgates,” he wrote to the Production Code Administration’s Will Hays on October 20. The “floodgates” to which Selznick referred had been shut tight since the pre-code era, when profanities such as “damn,” “dammit,” “damn fool,” “jackass,” “hell, yes,” “ass,” and “poor, spineless bitch” had ever so casually adorned talkies.

But Selznick only wanted Hays to give a damn—just one—and he felt optimistic about the case put forth to the former Presbyterian deacon. The omission “spoils the punch at the end,” the producer argued, and “gives an impression of unfaithfulness after three hours and forty-five minutes of extreme fidelity to Miss Mitchell’s work, which, as you know, has become an American Bible.”

The PCA was reluctant to submit, but Selznick continued his pleas. (After all, tomorrow is another day!) As the December opening crept nearer, Western Union telegrams flew back and forth between the two parties. Then, one of them blinked: Just in time for the film’s release, Hays relented.




Timeline of an Impression: “Ju-dy! Ju-dy! Ju-dy!”



Cary Grant proved that one could have polish without coming across like snobbish royalty. The romantic lead “smiles a smile like Gatsby’s smile,” wrote one biographer, and possessed an astonishing athletic-comic ability from his vaudeville background as a traveling acrobat. According to Tony Curtis, aspiring performers could “learn more by watching Cary drink a cup of coffee than by spending six months with a Method actor.”

The natural and charming force that was Grant had always transcended the need for some catchphrase to accompany his stardom, and yet, as an inevitable consequence of celebrity, one cheerful exclamation had been unceremoniously assigned to him. “Ju-dy! Ju-dy! Ju-dy!” shadowed his decades in film, despite at no time ever having rolled off any of his characters’ tongues.


1939

In Only Angels Have Wings, Grant repeatedly addressed Rita Hayworth as Judy (“Hello, Judy,” “Well, Judy”), as that was her character’s name. Can’t fault him there. The Howard Hawks drama was the year’s third-highest-grossing picture and made Hayworth famous.


1948

A decade later, “America’s Youngest and Greatest Impersonator” Larry Storch would amuse tipsy diners in nightclubs with his many caricatures. Eventually, he would include his interpretation of you-know-who’s mid-Atlantic inflection. It all started some supposed night when a waiter told the stand-up that Judy Garland had unexpectedly been seated. Storch couldn’t not acknowledge her presence—“Ju-dy! Ju-dy! Ju-dy!”—and the crowd ate it up.


1964

The impression was everywhere, spreading from Storch’s domain to anyone standing before a single-camera setup. For example: On season four of TV’s The Andy Griffith Show, hayseed Goober Pyle (George Lindsey) twice gives a mortifyingly lackluster “Judy-Judy-Judy-Judy-Judy” for CBS’s fifteen million viewers.


1985

“We looked up track after track and outtakes after outtakes,” a retired Grant shared during a rare public appearance. “I never said ‘Judy, Judy, Judy.’” The actor acknowledged the story of Storch “greeting” Garland, and had since taken up the impression for himself. “There are many young ladies called ‘Judy,’ as you know,” he continued, “and the moment a young man comes in front of me and says, ‘I bet you don’t know her name,’ I go right into it. I say, ‘I’ll bet it’s Ju-dy! Ju-dy! Ju-dy!’”





[image: ]“Go on, George, tell about the rabbits . . .”

Of Mice and Men (1939)


The cartoon world made swift parody of John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, in large part because of the tender performances in the 1939 film adaptation two years after the novella’s publication. The diminutive but shrewd George (Burgess Meredith) and his towering but feeble-minded companion Lennie (Lon Chaney Jr.) tugged heartstrings in theaters and, subsequently, provided cannon fodder for the likes of Looney Tunes and Tex Avery. A go-to gag for the rambunctious animators was to ridicule George’s and Lennie’s contrasting physical stature: the bristling short guy, always concocting some sort of scheme, walking alongside the colossal yet childlike traveler who just wants to cuddle with soft things.

Apart from riffing on the odd-couple dynamic—a simple joke that evolved into an industry-wide paradigm for comedic casting, pairing big with small, or smart with stupid—Lennie’s love for fuzzy livestock has borne the brunt. “I sure wish I had uh lit-tle friend,” pouts a canine in a 1946 Avery cartoon. “Uh lit-tle friend just for me to play with, just for me to pet and play with.” “Oh, boy,” an abominable snowman says of a disguised Daffy Duck in a 1961 short. “Just what I always wanted: My own little bunny rabbit. I will name him George, and I will hug him and pet him and squeeze him.”

It’s easy to forget how the repeated bunny-rabbit jokes emanated from a portrayal of despair. The two drifters share a distant dream of one day owning their own ranch:

Lennie: Go on, George, tell how it’s gonna be.

George: Well, some day, we’re gonna get the jack together and we’re gonna get a little house. A couple of acres. A cow, chickens, pigs—

Lennie: —and rabbits! Go on, George, tell about the rabbits and the cages. And the rain in the winter. And the stove. And the cream on the milk so thick you can hardly cut it with a knife.

Maybe the cartoon humor was half-consciously designed to shirk the brutal truths about the depths of the Depression, to elicit a nervous laughter that buries just how meaningless George and Lennie were to barbaric economic forces. For comparison, scholarly work in Japan, where Steinbeck’s oeuvre is quite popular, has connected the relationship between Lennie’s love for rabbits with the concept of mono no aware, which in essence translates to “the beauty of impermanent objects,” or more plainly described as “the ‘ahh-ness’ of things.” In America, a man has his dog and, maybe on a more forgiving day, can be seen looking after the feline species. But in the land of Hello Kitty and Pokémon, there’s nothing extraordinary about a burly individual’s affection for a defenseless critter with long ears and a fluffy tail.

“It could be that Americans are feeling some of that mono no aware attraction to the idea of a big man playing with a fragile creature,” suggested Steinbeck educator Nicholas Taylor of San José State University. “That would be unwittingly, because I don’t think American culture really has that—a space for a muscular man to cradle a little bunny in his pocket.”



[image: ]“. . . I’ll be there.”

The Grapes of Wrath (1940)


For John Steinbeck’s National Book Award winner on the California Dust Bowl migration, Twentieth Century Fox didn’t tinker much with director John Ford’s final cut—a surprising development given the antilabor leanings of studio chief Darryl Zanuck. Ford himself likely shared some conservative views with Zanuck but, like many of the wealthy, pro-establishment variety, supported the New Deal and wanted to defeat the Great Depression by any means. He remained as faithful to the author as Fox would allow. Perhaps not coincidentally, then, socialist champion Woody Guthrie would laud The Grapes of Wrath as the “best cussed picture I ever seen.”

Changes were minor, the most notable of which being a tacked-on ending, purported to usher moviegoers home on a hopeful note. But Steinbeck wished the final frames had hit harder. He suggested the end-credits roll after its penultimate sequence, which has been celebrated more than any other part of the film. In it, Tom Joad (Henry Fonda) parts ways with Ma (Jane Darwell) and his family at a migrant camp to pursue a courageous life of activism:


“I’ll be all around in the dark. I’ll be everywhere, wherever you can look. Wherever there’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I’ll be there. Wherever there’s a cop beatin’ up a guy, I’ll be there. I’ll be in the way guys yell when they’re mad, I’ll be in the way kids laugh when they’re hungry and they know supper’s ready . . . and when the people are eating the stuff they raise, living in the houses they build, I’ll be there, too.”


Slightly altered from the book (and also not in its final chapter), Joad’s battle cry seized the spirit of farm workers and union organizers that Steinbeck had met in his research. Joad became a beacon for workers’ rights, men sported the “Joad cap,” and Guthrie wrote “The Ballad of Tom Joad.” Modern renditions would follow, recorded by the likes of Bruce Springsteen and Rage Against the Machine—creating a sense of continuity among left-leaning musicians and proving Wrath’s enduring relevance half a century on.




[image: ]
Joad (Fonda) fights for workers’ rights in Ford’s moving adaptation.







[image: ]“Win just one for the Gipper.”

Knute Rockne, All American (1940)


The dull Notre Dame football biopic is best known for a sentimental deathbed scene, when terminally ill halfback George Gipp (Ronald Reagan) pleads to Coach Rockne (Pat O’Brien) that “someday when the team’s up against it” to push his teammates “to go in there with all they’ve got, win just one for the Gipper.”
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