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To my brother, Joe Harper, and sister, Connie Nelson, with whom I have shared this life.


—CECILIA DE MILLE PRESLEY
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“A man is no better than what he leaves behind.”


—CECIL B. DEMILLE
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INTRODUCTION BY


MARTIN SCORSESE


For many years, when people heard the words “film director,” the image of Cecil B. DeMille was what came into their minds. DeMille was what a film director was supposed to be: distinguished but rugged, elegant but ready for action, decisive, imperious, extravagant, and authoritarian. This held true even after he passed away in the late ’50s.


And for a lot of those people, DeMille’s pictures represented a kind of essence of the movie experience. They had the simplicity of the stories we read or were told as children, the ones we wanted to hear over and over again. DeMille’s storytelling still has a tremendous energy, youthful energy, and a visual beauty that grows from a deep love of the medium—in fact, he was one of the people who invented the medium.


When I was young, DeMille’s pictures made a deep and indelible impression on me. The first one I saw in a theater was Unconquered, and there are extremely powerful images in that film, and in Samson and Delilah and The Greatest Show on Earth as well, that have stayed in my mind all these years as sense memories—really, some of the most vivid memories I have of film-going.


At some point in the ’80s, I was able to see some of DeMille’s silent films—most of us knew only his 1927 version of King of Kings, which was on television every Easter, and some stills from Richard Griffith’s great pictorial history, The Movies, of pictures like Why Change Your Wife? or The Golden Bed. I was astonished by the sophistication and daring of pictures like The Whispering Chorus and The Cheat. They were exciting on an entirely different level from the pictures that made him a superstar among Hollywood directors.


This marvelous and beautifully designed book brings back the world over which Cecil B. DeMille reigned, throughout five decades, as the monarch of the movies. And the stills in these pages cast a unique spell. DeMille took a great deal of care with the production stills for his movies. He hired the great western photographer Edward S. Curtis, no less, to shoot the stills for the silent version of The Ten Commandments, and often he directed the shooting sessions himself (Robert Parrish, who was an extra in This Day and Age, commented that DeMille “often seemed to spend as much time and energy on the still as he did on the actual scenes.”). He understood that the publicity for his films, the images that audience members would carry in their heads as they read a movie magazine or walked through a theater lobby in anticipation of the film to come, was extremely important to the movie-going experience. These still images embody and reflect DeMille and his world, the processes and dreams of the times in which he lived, just as much as the pictures themselves.


As you thumb through these pages, you’ll be drawn into De Mille’s world, and from there back into the glorious, colossal movies—so vast, so rich, so endless, like a story you just want to keep having told to you, again, and again.
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FOREWORD


BY BRETT RATNER


Cecil B. DeMille began his career directing the first feature-length movie ever made in Hollywood (The Squaw Man), and ended it with one of the biggest (the remake of his own The Ten Commandments). In between, he made his name synonymous with a kind of larger-than-life spectacle that promised to give audiences more than their money’s worth and rarely failed to deliver.


Indeed, it’s fitting that one of DeMille’s most famous movies was about the performers in the Ringling Bros./Barnum & Bailey Circus—kindred showmen, to be sure. That movie’s title, The Greatest Show on Earth, seemed to sum up his filmmaking philosophy. Steven Spielberg has cited that movie as one of his inspirations for becoming a director.


Has there ever been a highlight reel of Hollywood’s greatest moments that didn’t include Charlton Heston’s Moses parting the Red Sea in The Ten Commandments—a movie that still shows on network TV, in prime time, every Easter? Or the train crash from Greatest Show, with its boxcars tumbling like dominos, sparks flying, and lions escaping into the night? You can see DeMille’s influence in everything from the exploding Death Star of Star Wars to the flying bicycles of E.T., and the sinking ocean liner of Titanic. Were he around today, he would doubtless be fascinated by the even more complex and realistic illusions CGI has allowed, and the giant, towering images of the IMAX screen.
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He was, above all, a great showman who put the audience first and the critics (who constantly accused him of excess) a distant second, trusting that his best work would stand the test of time and continue to enchant generation after generation. DeMille has been dead more than fifty years now, and yet he still feels incredibly present. All of us making movies today owe him an enormous debt.
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Cecil B. DeMille directs Samson and Delilah with his granddaughter Cecilia at his right.




“MY GRANDFATHER”


BY CECILIA DE MILLE PRESLEY


The man who raised me was my grandfather, Cecil B. DeMille. He and my grandmother, Constance, lived in the same home from 1916 until he died in 1959. It was a big home, about 42,000 square feet. Fortunately for us, it was big enough to store thousands of items from his long and successful film career. There were storyboards, paintings, costumes, artifacts, documents, scripts, photographs, and his original nitrate prints. In DeMille’s lifetime, which spanned the eras of both silent and sound films, he was one of the world’s most successful producer-directors. No one has had a greater impact on the history and development of the motion picture.


DeMille was an art lover. He particularly loved illustration. It told a story, just as he did. His favorite illustrator was Gustave Doré, who was famed for his engravings of Dante’s The Divine Comedy. DeMille based some of his most famous scenes on Doré’s work.


Like the Medici of old, DeMille surrounded himself with artists and craftsmen, the best he could summon. When making a film, he would first conduct painstaking research. That material alone was an impressive body of literature. Some of it has been published by university presses.


After DeMille completed his research, he would work with a team of writers and tell them the story as he envisioned it. From this narrative, he and the writers would craft a script. DeMille would give the script to his artists and leave them alone. Working from it, they created renderings of each scene. These works of art, covering seventy films and a hundred years, constitute a unique art collection, one of the most impressive and inspiring in existence.


Most of this work has never been seen before. That, to me, is a tragedy. It should be available to all who love art and film. When Mark Vieira called and said that he wanted to do a book, I was thrilled, because it meant that I could share this art.


What you will see on these pages are works from the remarkable DeMille Collection. Many of the artists will be familiar; some not. Their work is breathtaking. The way in which Mark has photographed and curated it is in itself a work of art, our tribute to DeMille and his artists.




PREFACE


Colossal. Stupendous. Epic. These adjectives, used by film companies to hawk their wares, became clichés long ago. When used to describe one director’s work, they are accurate. The films of Cecil Blount DeMille are expansive, awe-inspiring, and spectacular. More than any filmmaker in Hollywood history, he mastered the art of the spectacle. Using a massive canvas, he told tales that were steeped in Victorian morality yet unmistakably of the twentieth century. His films were grand but never lost sight of their characters. He made intimate spectacles. One hundred years ago he made film history.


In November 1913, a group of enterprising New Yorkers became filmmakers. They called themselves the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company. When they were ready to make their first film, the partners sent Cecil B. DeMille to Los Angeles. Once there, he chose to shoot in Hollywood. Motion pictures were no longer in a kindergarten stage, running less than twenty minutes. DeMille made his film as long as a short play. Released in February 1914, The Squaw Man is acknowledged as the first feature-length film made in Hollywood.


The Squaw Man was also a hit. It established DeMille and his partners—Jesse Lasky, Samuel Goldfish (later Goldwyn), and Arthur Friend—as Hollywood filmmakers. Their success drew more companies and led to the founding of Paramount Pictures. Ten years later, Hollywood could call itself the “film capital of the world.” DeMille continued for over forty years, making a total of seventy films. Most were hits; some were box-office champions. DeMille remains the most commercially successful director in history.


C. B. DeMille died on January 21, 1959, aged seventy-seven. The press accorded him the respect due an elder statesman. “Pioneer of movies,” said the New York Times. “The greatest creator and showman of our industry,” wrote the Los Angeles Times. “The founder of Hollywood,” said the Guardian. There was no doubt: DeMille would be remembered. Or would he?


Less than a month earlier, on December 28, 1958, CBS Television had aired a one-hour program, Small World, hosted by Edward R. Murrow. The show contrived to interview politicians and celebrities separated by thousands of miles. This episode featured a three-way conversation—between actress Vivien Leigh (in London), critic Kenneth Tynan (in New York), and producer Samuel Goldwyn (in Los Angeles). While discussing Orson Welles, Goldwyn mentioned the filmmaker with whom he had partnered forty-five years earlier. “No one likes Cecil DeMille’s pictures,” said Goldwyn. “I mean the critics, they don’t like him. The public seems to like him. And, after all, the public, they have the final word.”


[image: A 1929 portrait of Cecil B. DeMille by M-G-M photographer Ruth Harriet Louise.]


A 1929 portrait of Cecil B. DeMille by M-G-M photographer Ruth Harriet Louise.
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A costume rendering by Ralph Jester for the 1956 The Ten Commandments.
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A concept painting by Dan Sayre Groesbeck for The Plainsman (1936).


Tynan was determined to have the final word. “I would be very interested to hear,” said Tynan, “if anybody will be seeing Mr. DeMille’s pictures in, say, fifty years’ time. Millions of people are seeing them all over the world now, but will they last, as for instance, Citizen Kane will last?”


“May I answer that?” said Goldwyn. “Cecil produced a picture thirty years ago. It was a biblical picture. I forget the name of the picture.”


“The Sign of the Cross!” exclaimed a smiling Vivien Leigh. “The Sign of the Cross!”


“The King of Kings,” remembered Goldwyn. “Mr. Tynan, it’s still being shown.”


“Really?”


“All over the world.”


“Where?” asked Tynan. “In outlying islands in the South Pacific?”


Tynan’s supercilious attitude was lamentable, and more so his ignorance. DeMille’s 1927 silent film The King of Kings had a unique distribution arrangement. In defiance of talking pictures, this biography of Jesus Christ had played continuously since its premiere and had verifiably been seen by close to 800 million people. Likewise, in defiance of Tynan and his critical compeers on both coasts, Samson and Delilah (1949) and The Ten Commandments (1956) had joined David O. Selznick’s Gone With the Wind in the list of the top ten all-time box-office champions. As Goldwyn said, nobody liked DeMille’s movies. Nobody but the public.


[image: A cape designed by Gilbert Adrian for Madam Satan (1930).]


A cape designed by Gilbert Adrian for Madam Satan (1930).


[image: A costume sketch by Natalie Visart for The Sign of the Cross (1932).]


A costume sketch by Natalie Visart for The Sign of the Cross (1932).


We are not writing this book as apologists for DeMille. His work speaks for itself, and it is seen. Tynan’s tart predictions were made in a time of sporadic reissues. In the era of instant availability, DeMille’s films are ubiquitous. Samson and Delilah, The Greatest Show on Earth, and The Ten Commandments continue to earn revenue for the De Mille Estate. We are writing this book so that other aspects of his work can be seen. Anyone writing a book on DeMille has encountered these aspects, but telling his story accurately has been a task of words, not images. There are excellent DeMille books. In 1994, Sumiko Higashi used the DeMille holdings at Brigham Young University to affirm his relevance with Cecil B. DeMille and American Culture. In 1999, Katherine Orrison vividly described the production of DeMille’s greatest achievement with Written in Stone: Making Cecil B. DeMille’s Epic The Ten Commandments. In 2004, Robert S. Birchard examined each DeMille film in his eminent, intensely readable Cecil B. DeMille’s Hollywood. In 2010, Scott Eyman wrote the definitive DeMille biography in his masterly Empire of Dreams. Although these authors had access to the De Mille Estate, their books were not pictorials. There has never been a large-format book on DeMille or the art he commissioned.


On the occasion of The Squaw Man centennial, it is fitting that we pay tribute to DeMille’s achievements with a photographic showcase. His films contain commanding images. The art and artifacts that helped create these images have been lovingly preserved by the De Mille Estate. For the first time they can be seen in an art-format book. Cecil B. DeMille: The Art of the Hollywood Epic presents a panoply of magnificence—concept art, costumes, props, and an array of photographic imagery—plus an illuminating text written by his granddaughter, Cecilia de Mille Presley. Raised by C. B. DeMille and his wife, Constance, Cecilia both observed and participated in the making of his later films.


C. B. DeMille was the first film director to forge a bond with the visual artists of his day. He created the title of art director for Wilfred Buckland, who was a fellow pupil of theatrical impresario David Belasco. DeMille utilized the concept paintings of Dan Sayre Groesbeck and Boris Leven to illustrate in-progress scenarios. Designers Mitchell Leisen, Natacha Rambova (Mrs. Rudolph Valentino), and Gilbert Adrian all benefited from their association with DeMille. He hired fine-art photographers, such as Karl Struss, William Mortensen, and Edward Curtis to shoot on his sets. Few Hollywood directors gave the unit stills photographer sufficient time to capture his setups. DeMille did. There is a painterly quality to these photographs, and he had them mounted in sumptuous albums. These survive in the estate’s collection.


The focus of this book is to present unseen treasures. We also want to present an unseen DeMille. He did not surround himself with “yes men” whose frightened reply to his every utterance was “Ready when you are, C. B.!” This oft-quoted phrase turned up nowhere in our research. Cecilia de Mille Presley recalls her grandfather’s sense of humor, especially about himself. He kept an album of DeMille caricatures. His favorite was cartoonist Al Capp’s “Cecil D. Mildew.” One day Yul Brynner came to DeMille in a fury because Capp had turned him into “Jewel Brynner.” DeMille took Brynner aside and showed him the album of cartoons. “You need to develop a sense of humor about yourself,” DeMille told him. This is the DeMille whom his granddaughter knew, and whom we present here.


In 1968, when Andrew Sarris was populating the auteur pantheon with fourteen directors—including D. W. Griffith, Howard Hawks, and Alfred Hitchcock—he pointedly omitted DeMille. We are not here to right that wrong, but we do show that DeMille was the author of his films. We do not analyze or deconstruct them. We do not criticize them. We review DeMille’s films with production highlights, with impressions, vignettes, and tableaux. We hope these will encourage viewings of his work and lead to a renewed appreciation of it. This book is a celebration of his films. They are seductive, powerful, and transporting, as are the images and artifacts that were created for them. We hope this volume is as desirable an object as the golden calf in the De Mille Collection.


As you go through this book, imagine that Mr. DeMille has displayed the collection in a great hall. You are walking with him and his granddaughter, Mrs. Presley. The artifacts are arranged in chronological order, beginning with the Underwood typewriter that transcribed The Squaw Man scenario in December 1913. One by one, DeMille and Presley point out significant items. I draw on his photographic expertise to explain DeMille’s effects. I also quote DeMille artists such as Edith Head, Claudette Colbert, and Charlton Heston. DeMille shares an anecdote. Presley gives it a fuller context by recalling a story he told her. She has contributed to previous DeMille books. Here, for the first time, she tells the story herself, recalling script conferences, visits to sets, and her grandfather’s thoughts on various films. She relates details of the Egyptian expedition to film The Ten Commandments, a remarkable experience by any estimation. No one knows DeMille and his films better than Presley. No one has devoted as much time to maintaining his legacy and his archives. With Cecil B. DeMille: The Art of the Hollywood Epic, the legacy and the archives, the artists and the art are showcased in a tribute to an extraordinary filmmaker.


[image: Cecil B. DeMille was born on August 12, 1881, under the astrological sign of Leo the Lion. This behind-the-scenes shot from Samson and Delilah (1949) shows him with Jackie the Lion.]
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A promotional statuette of the golden calf created for The Ten Commandments (1956). Photograph by Mark A. Vieira.


MARK A. VIEIRA


MARCH 2, 2014




INTRODUCTION


How is history made? Sometimes in the most unplanned, effortless way. A casual conversation brought Cecil B. DeMille to Hollywood. On November 23, 1913, he was sitting with his friend Jesse L. Lasky in the Claridge Grill, a restaurant in the newly opened Claridge Hotel at Forty-Fourth and Broadway. DeMille enjoyed going to the Claridge. He would leave his mother’s literary agency at 220 West 42nd Street and walk two blocks to join Lasky. The ritual lunch gave his spirits a much-needed lift.


DeMille was living with his wife, Constance, and his five-year-old daughter, Cecilia, in a small apartment at 241 West 108th Street. “I had been married for eleven years,” he recalled. “Eleven years of almost unremitting struggle to keep our heads above water.”


Cecil spelled his name DeMille, not de Mille, because he felt it would look better on a marquee.* He fully expected to see it there. His father, Henry de Mille, had been a successful playwright. His mother, Beatrice, was an influential literary agent. His brother, William, was a prosperous playwright. At thirty-two, Cecil had achieved little. He was a sometime actor trying to be a play producer. “I was at an age,” he said “when most men have found their groove in life, even if the groove is only a rut.” He had yet to see two hits in a row. “Cecil’s world looked dark,” recalled William. “His latest play had followed its predecessors into oblivion.” Lasky knew this. “A change of scene,” DeMille said to him. “That’s what I need.”


As a child, Cecil de Mille had a secret. He had created a mythical character: “In my imagination, fed with the heroic tales my father read us, I was the Champion Driver, a Robin Hood whose Sherwood Forest was the world.” This superhero was a fearless gallant charging to save the day, slashing villains with his sword until the forest was red with blood. In the fall of 1913, the only red was in his finances. “Cecil’s bank account,” wrote William, “suggested the deep, red glow of a western sunset.”


William had given Cecil work as an actor in his hit play, The Warrens of Virginia. He had invited Cecil to collaborate on other plays, but they failed to draw. He had lent Cecil money. Cecil persevered. In 1910, he was commissioned to write a play for the theatrical impresario David Belasco. Years earlier, Cecil had watched his father craft plays with Belasco. The dark, angular Belasco was a character in his own right, making grand entrances, wearing capes and a clerical collar, even though he was Jewish. “Belasco was flamboyant, bigger-than-life, almost operatic,” says Cecilia de Mille Presley. “He became a kind of uncle to William and Cecil. He bought them gifts and asked their opinions of scenes he’d written with their father.” Henry encouraged his sons to seek truth in writing. “The dramatist is a camera,” he said. “His photography of life must be true if he would reach men’s hearts.” Henry was a deeply religious man. His collaboration with Belasco ended in 1891, when the director became involved with the notorious divorcée Mrs. Leslie Carter. Henry disapproved. Belasco stopped visiting.


[image: Henry Churchill de Mille was remembered by his son, Cecil, as “a very great playwright, a very successful one. I grew up in that atmosphere. I absorbed it. He kept on his desk a saying of Dion Boucicault, ‘Plays are not written, but rewritten.’”]
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Beatrice de Mille was a great influence on her son. When Henry was courting her, she was known as Matilda Samuel. He began calling her by her middle name, alluding to Dante’s “Beloved Beatrice.” To marry Henry, Beatrice converted from the Jewish faith to the Episcopal religion. After his sudden death, she drew on her own resources to support her children. She ran a girls’ school, and then a literary agency that promoted female writers. She was America’s second female play broker.


Cecil was sorry to see Belasco go, even though the director had hurt the boy deeply by promising him a pony for his birthday and then forgetting his promise. Cecil loved both animals and the grandiose David. “It was a bitter experience,” DeMille wrote later, “as only a childhood sorrow can be.” As an adult, he took care never to break a promise to a child.


In 1892, Cecil was eleven. William was fourteen. Their sister, baby Agnes, was a year old. The boys doted on Henry. All through 1892 he indulged them with a nightly reading. “Father had a beautifully modulated voice and a fine sense of dramatic values,” wrote DeMille. “There would be a chapter from the Old Testament, a chapter from the New, and often a chapter from American or English or European history, or from Thackeray or Victor Hugo.” The tone was not didactic; in fact, far from it. “Father liked to have his head rubbed while he read. Bill and I used to take advantage of that to prolong the evening’s reading.”


In February 1893, Henry was stricken with typhoid fever. In a few days, he was dead. Two years later, while Beatrice worked to support her children, three-year-old Agnes fell mortally ill with spinal meningitis. Once more there was a sudden death.


Years later, when Cecil wrote a play for David Belasco, it dealt with life after death: The Return of Peter Grimm was the tale of a sinful man who returns to earth seeking regeneration. It looked like the thing to establish Cecil. He was twenty-nine, with a wife and child. He needed a hit—and an ally. In 1910, Belasco was a power on Broadway. Power can corrupt. Belasco took advantage of an artfully worded contract and rewrote enough of the play to present it as his own. At the January 1911 premiere of Peter Grimm, DeMille read the cover of the play program in disbelief. Belasco had taken credit for writing the play, claiming that he had based it on his own psychic experiences. The only credit that Cecil got was in small print at the bottom of the cover. “This was worse than a bitter pill,” says Cecilia. “It hurt Cecil very much.”


Beatrice could not let her younger son slide into failure. She hired him for her agency and taught him agenting and play-writing. In time, he was managing the agency and was a junior equity partner with Beatrice. In October 1911, she introduced him to a vaudeville producer named Jesse Louis Lasky. “The Lasky vaudeville companies ruled the nation’s circuits,” says his daughter, Betty Lasky. “My father had introduced a form called the ‘miniature musical comedy’ or ‘American operetta.’ It was a one-act piece, about forty minutes long, and it featured pretty, expensively costumed actresses singing bright new songs.”


When Lasky met DeMille, it was not a case of love at first sight. Lasky had come to Beatrice for her playwright son, not for his manqué brother. For his part, DeMille had no interest in musical theater. Beatrice held the two men in her office until the ice melted. Lasky began a halting description of his project, an operetta called California. Like Belasco, he was a San Francisco native. He grew enthusiastic in the telling. DeMille watched warily, and then warmed, suddenly interjecting, “Say, I like that!”


“The minute he said, ‘I like that,’” wrote Lasky, “I liked him. And I’ve never stopped.” It helped that he and DeMille shared a love of fly-fishing. It also helped that Lasky was bright and spontaneous. “The world was new to him every morning,” said DeMille. “For Jesse, life was a sparkling road full of unknown curves, round any one of which might lie untold adventure.” California was written and staged by DeMille and produced by Lasky. It was very successful and allowed them to develop other projects. But DeMille’s plays flopped and Lasky’s Folies Bergère was indeed a folly. The oversize restaurant lost $100,000 (more than $3 million in 2014 dollars), of which Lasky’s partner, Henry B. Harris, bore the most. Lasky continued with his vaudeville shows, so he needed more “miniatures.” For DeMille, these writing assignments meant both income and the promise of royalties. He would sit with Lasky at the Claridge Grill, swapping ideas.


DeMille spent his evenings with his wife and daughter. The marriage was a happy one. Cecil had met Constance in a Washington, DC, theater. They were both acting in a play called Hearts Are Trumps.




 






CECILIA DE MILLE PRESLEY


“DeMille was backstage one day. He was walking behind a woman who was going up the stairs. This was at the turn of the century, when women wore floor-length skirts. And you never saw ankles, much less legs. But for some reason, she lifted her skirt a tiny bit, maybe when she got to the landing. Anyway, he saw a flash of ankle. It was well-turned. Absolutely beautiful. So he followed her. And attached to this beautiful ankle was the most beautiful face. This was Constance Adams. “I fell in love with her on the spot,” he told me.”






 





DeMille and Lasky supped at the Claridge with Arthur S. Friend and Samuel Goldfish, two pals who were not in “the show business,” as it was called. Friend was an attorney with theatrical clients. He talked of “moving pictures,” but neither DeMille nor Lasky was interested. “They’re crude and jittery,” said Lasky.


“Is it art?” asked DeMille. “Yes, like a trained dog that plays a piano.”


Samuel Goldfish was an affluent glove salesman. “DeMille was impressed by Sam’s cleverness,” says Cecilia. “Sam would order a shipment of right-hand gloves, which were orphaned when customs saw they were incomplete. Since they were unclaimed, he would bid on them for a cheap price and not have to pay the import duty. Then he would do the same thing with the gloves for the other hand. Grandfather would shake his head and laugh at this story.” Goldfish was married to Lasky’s sister, Blanche. It was with Blanche that Lasky got his start in show business. Ten years earlier, Blanche and Jesse had toured vaudeville doing cornet duets. Jesse Lasky was one of the most likable men in show business. He even got along with his brother-in-law. Few people did. Sam Goldfish was contentious and brusque.


One day in 1911, Goldfish wandered into the Herald Square Theatre on Thirty-Fourth Street, a legitimate house that also showed moving pictures. “Going into a nickelodeon wasn’t considered entirely good taste,” recalled Goldfish. The audience was lower class, noisy, and smelly. But the images he saw on the screen were arresting. One of the short films featured the cowboy actor Broncho Billy Anderson. “The image of this performer brought me into a whole new exciting world,” said Goldfish. “I wanted to be a part of it.” Arthur Friend shared Goldfish’s enthusiasm for the new medium, but when they tried to convert DeMille and Lasky at the Claridge one day, they were met with skepticism. DeMille and Lasky thought movies were a fad, something to beguile immigrants. If you wanted that market, why not grab it with food? Lasky had grown up in San Jose, California, with Mexican food. “If we tied up the tamale concession in the East, we could make a fortune,” said Lasky, joking.


Goldfish was serious. He took Lasky to dinner at the Hoffman House on Broadway and appealed to his ego. “The Lasky Feature Play Company,” he said grandly. “That sounds better than ‘Lasky’s Hot Tamales,’ doesn’t it?” Why waste Lasky’s name on food when it meant so much in show business? Goldfish and Friend took Lasky and DeMille to see a couple of movies. “Well,” said DeMille on the way out of the theater, “I don’t know anything about pictures, but if I can’t do better than that, I ought to be shot at sunrise.”


Back at the Claridge, Friend cited the roadshow presentation of “the Divine” Sarah Bernhardt in Queen Elizabeth, the film made by Adolph Zukor’s company, Famous Players. Lasky agreed that the number of attendees was impressive.


In July 1913, Lasky and DeMille turned over a Claridge Grill menu and started making notes. “Jesse would head the company,” recalled DeMille. “I would make the picture, or pictures, if the company survived the first one. Sam Goldfish would sell them. Arthur Friend would handle the corporate and legal side.” Shortly thereafter, they announced the formation of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company. This was in name only; they could always incorporate later. First the company needed $20,000 to capitalize. While his partners looked for investors, DeMille wrote more miniatures for Lasky, cowrote a play with William, and produced another flop.


If DeMille had been working in vaudeville or on the Broadway stage, he might have met with success, but he had been raised to write a specific kind of play. It was not serious or experimental, nor was it crudely physical. It was crafted for the middle class. That branch of the theater was dying, in spite of hits like Belasco’s The Girl of the Golden West. Melodrama relied on formula (the ingénue rescued from the villain by the hero) and on complicated stagecraft (ships, trains, chariot races). DeMille’s middle-to-lower-class audience was literal-minded. It preferred a real train on a movie screen to a plywood train on a stage. Nickels were going to movies, not to melodramas. DeMille watched twelve years of work go down the drain.


In late August, DeMille wrote William that he intended to make movies. His brother was less than pleased. “You come of a cultured family,” wrote William, “two of whose members have made honorable names in the field of drama. I cannot understand how you are willing to identify yourself with a cheap form of amusement which no one will ever allude to as an art.” His argument was valid. “For more than a generation,” wrote a critic, “the name of de Mille has been closely linked with that of Belasco, both synonymous with high altitudes of dramatic art.” In the fall of 1913, DeMille made a last-ditch effort to save his theatrical career. He produced two plays. They both failed. In late November he was fired from a directing job. “I’m sorry, C.B.,” said producer Arch Selwyn. “But you won’t do. You haven’t enough in you—here.” Selwyn pounded on his chest to indicate a lack of heart.


“I had been directing,” said DeMille, “according to my usual quiet method of suggestion, rather than raving and ranting. I left the theater and sought the Claridge Grill for solace. And who should come in but Jesse Lasky. We were real friends, friends such as are formed by tramping the woods and shooting your daily meal side by side.”


“Jesse, I’m pulling out,” he said. “The show business is all right for you. You’re doing well. But I can’t live on the royalties I’m getting. My debts are piling up. I want to chuck the whole thing.”


“What?” asked Lasky. “What’ll you do?”


[image: This family album shows Henry de Mille (center, top), his wife, Beatrice (center, lower), their older son, William (lower left), his wife, Anna (upper left), Cecil (lower right), and his wife, Constance (upper right).]
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“There’s that revolution in Mexico, I’m going down there. I’ll get in on it, and maybe write about it.”


“If you want adventure,” said Lasky, “I’ve got a better idea. Let’s make some movies!” Lasky had an ace up his sleeve. A week earlier, he had met with the playwright Edwin Milton Royle and asked to buy the screen rights to his long-running hit, The Squaw Man.


The Squaw Man was a western with a message. Henry Wynnegate, an English nobleman, takes the blame for his cousin’s theft of charity money because he loves his cousin’s wife, Diana. Disgraced, Wynnegate goes to Montana, where a “squaw” named Nat-U-Rich kills a cowboy to save his life. Wynnegate and Nat-U-Rich live together and have a child, a scandalous situation. Then Diana, still in love with Wynnegate, shows up with the news that her husband has confessed to the theft and died. Wynnegate must choose between her and Nat-U-Rich. And what of the child? If Nat-U-Rich has to give him up, she will die. The Squaw Man was a sensation, and a good bet for a film.


“I have been honored with numerous propositions,” said Royle. “I cannot take this movie madness seriously. Every emotion in the raw, every situation since the fall of man, is being grabbed with coarse, unskillful, and sometimes thievish hands and smeared pell-mell into pictures. It is all so crude and formative.”


Perhaps it was because Royle knew the de Mille family. Perhaps it was Lasky’s track record. Perhaps it was the increasing number of quality films being made. Whatever the reason, Royle accepted Lasky’s offer of $10,000. Lasky had a valuable property. “Cecil,” he said, “let’s make some movies!”


DeMille thought for a moment. Then he reached across the table and grabbed Lasky’s hand. “Let’s!” he said. With that, they were out of their seats and out the door of the Claridge. The Champion Driver was on his way.




 






CECILIA DE MILLE PRESLEY


“Henry de Mille, in addition to being a lay minister in the Episcopal Church, was a playwright, one of the earliest successes of this country. He collaborated for five years with the acclaimed David Belasco. Henry was a tremendous influence on the boys. He involved himself in their lives. He taught them to honor nature and respect animals. As soon as the boys were old enough to understand any story at all, he read to them—from the Old Testament, the New Testament, and from a history book or classic. What he instilled in them was a love of drama played out in a religious setting.”






 





[image: Cecil B. DeMille and the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company used this Pathé camera in December 1913 and January 1914 to shoot The Squaw Man, the first feature film made in Hollywood. DeMille had a sentimental attachment to it and rarely started a film without using it to get a token shot. In later years, it occupied a place of honor in his office, where this photo was made. The De Mille Estate has lent the camera to the Autry National Center in Los Angeles.]
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* Cecil used the spelling DeMille in his professional life, and de Mille in private life. The family name de Mille was used by his children Cecilia, John, and Katherine. It was also used by Cecil’s brother, William, and by William’s daughters, Margaret and Agnes. It is also used by his granddaughter, Cecilia de Mille Presley.




CHAPTER 1


HOLLYWOOD PIONEER




THE SQUAW MAN


Cecil B. DeMille and Jesse Lasky strode down Forty-Fourth Street, gaining momentum. “We were charting a new course,” recalled DeMille. “The future lay in ‘feature plays,’ pictures several reels long, telling a well-constructed story, well-acted; intended not as conglomerate items on the daily changing programs of the nickelodeons but as ‘feature’ attractions which could stand on their own as a new form of drama.”


Drama requires actors. The budding filmmakers were passing the Lambs Club, a theatrical society. Inside, there was a hubbub. A stage star was displaying the wounds he had acquired the night before. Dustin Farnum and his wife, Mary, had been hit by a drunk driver. Farnum’s leg had been hurt and his wife’s wrist had been crushed. “That wasn’t a stage automobile that struck Dustin Farnum,” confirmed a reporter. In spite of his injuries, Farnum had managed to chase and subdue the felon.


Besides being a real-life hero, Farnum was a matinee idol. He was thirty-nine, tall, and burly, the star of western plays like The Virginian. He had just returned from Cuba, where he had made his first movie, Soldiers of Fortune, for the All-Star Feature Corporation. DeMille and Lasky buttonholed him. “Listen, Dusty,” said Lasky, “we’ve formed a company and we’re going into moving pictures. We’ve got The Squaw Man. We’re going to make a feature, five, maybe six reels.”


“It’s a good play,” said Farnum. “I’ve done it myself.”


DeMille moved forward. “I tell you, Dusty,” he said, “features are bound to sweep the country. All they need are men from the theater who know real drama. Why, just look what the pictures can do that the stage can’t. Listen. I can make a picture out of this play. I’ve seen pictures, but I’ve never seen one that did what I want to do, which is to take a great story and put it on the screen.”


“Here’s the point,” said Lasky. “We feel we’ve got a great chance here. All we need is a big Broadway name. We want you to play the part. What do you say?”


Farnum was inclined to say no. Lasky was offering a salary of only $250 a week, plus 25 percent of the profits. Farnum was not impressed. William Faversham, who had originated the role, was getting $2,500 a week on tour. But there were other things to consider. Farnum was thinking of retiring from the stage. He owned land near San Diego. He wanted to get away from New York, and especially from his wife, actress Mary Conwell. He had enjoyed filming in Cuba. While there, he had fallen in love with his leading lady, Winifred Kingston. He wanted to be near her, far from his wife. If he could have Winifred as his leading lady, The Squaw Man would serve his needs. On that condition he said yes.


Before DeMille committed himself to the new venture, he asked Constance for her approval. “Do what you think right,” she answered, “and I will be with you.” For the time being, though, she would stay in New York with Cecilia. Constance had been a steadfast, supportive wife, never complaining about the rigors of life on the road traveling with shows.


[image: DeMille subleased this “moving-picture studio” to make The Squaw Man. “Unmistakably, it was a barn,” wrote DeMille in his memoirs. The barn belonged to realtor Jacob Stern, but had been converted to a studio and film laboratory by L. L. Burns and Harry Revier, two of the new filmmakers in 1913 Los Angeles. This view is from Vine Street looking into Selma Avenue.]
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[image: This Underwood No. 5 typewriter was used to type the scenario that Oscar Apfel and Cecil B. DeMille had written on the train from New York to Los Angeles. It belonged to a hired typist-bookkeeper named Stella Stray. Photograph by Mark A. Vieira.]
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The Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company had recently incorporated. Its offices were in the new Longacre Theatre Building on West Forty-Eighth Street. Goldfish and Lasky were investing $10,000 each. To come up with his share, DeMille importuned his brother. William responded with a predictably opprobrious no. The Lasky partners were aware of DeMille’s failures. They also saw his potential. The investment was waived, as it was for Arthur Friend. The two partners were given 10 percent of the Lasky Company, and DeMille was put on a salary of $100 a week. He was given the title of director-general. He had research to do.


[image: After filming more than a week in Hollywood, DeMille took cast and crew to several locations. This photo shows the bundled-up company at snowy Mount Palomar.]
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[image: DeMille (right) posed with his pet wolf, Sheba, and cameraman Alfred Gandolfi.]
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“I had never been inside a motion picture studio,” said DeMille. “Sam arranged for me to spend a day at the Edison Studio in the Bronx.” Edison? Wasn’t that the company that headed the malevolent Trust? If a film company used equipment that had not been patented by the so-called Trust, the Motion Picture Patents Company enforced the domain of Thomas Alva Edison via lawsuits and raids—and violence. This was a reality for Lasky and his partners, and they expected to dodge the Trust. One way of doing this was to keep away from the East Coast, although a number of Trust companies—Selig, Vitagraph, and Essanay—were operating in California. The plot of The Squaw Man was set in Wyoming, so the Lasky Company would be going west. “We hoped that Flagstaff might escape the notice of the Trust’s strong-arm squads,” wrote DeMille, “and that we might finish the picture with our Pathé camera intact.” Just in case, DeMille packed a revolver.




 






CECILIA DE MILLE PRESLEY


“My grandfather told me about Sheba the wolf. He loved his wolf. She cared for him and never left his side. She had a habit of pacing and watching over him like a bodyguard. He said that he never, ever saw her sleeping. One day a cowboy encountered her and didn’t realize that she was my grandfather’s pet. He pulled out a gun and killed her. Grandfather felt terrible. His first friend in Hollywood was gone. The de Mille family had many dogs through the years, but Grandfather never again had one of his own.”






 





Lasky found a way around the Trust. He followed the lead of Adolph Zukor, who had paid the Trust to leave him alone. “You can make your cowboy picture,” they told him, “but you can’t sell it. There’s no one to sell it to but us.” That remained to be seen. In any case, DeMille could visit the Edison Studio without fear. On the appointed day, he went with the crew and their cast of two to East 188th Street, by Bronx Park. The camera started turning. The Edison actress looked over her shoulder in terror as the Edison actor approached. “They talked, in pantomime of course, with much emotive gesticulation,” said DeMille, who was incredulous at the crude technique. “If that’s pictures,” he told Lasky, “we can make the best pictures ever made!”


Goldfish expected DeMille to spend a week learning production methods. When he called and said one day was enough, Goldfish looked for a director to understudy him. William F. Haddock had just directed Farnum in Soldiers of Fortune, so he was interviewed. “The night before Thanksgiving,” recalled Haddock, “I was in Jesse Lasky’s office from a quarter past five ’til a quarter past seven. Lasky, DeMille, and Goldfish wanted me as a director. I had ’til Monday to make up my mind. But I took some bad advice. I was told that they’d make only one picture, close it up, and I’d be held responsible.” Lasky hired Oscar C. Apfel, who had gone from an impressive stage career to make films for Pathé and Edison.


On December 10, the Lasky Company paid the Southern Pacific ticket agency $307.45 for five tickets to California. Cecil wanted to say good-bye to William. “I had spoken my piece before,” wrote William. “Cecil knew my doubts and fears. If he chose to disregard them, well, he would find in me only a brother who wished him well, and who would help him pick up the pieces later.”


On December 12, Cecil DeMille boarded the Broadway Limited. He was accompanied by Dustin Farnum, his road manager Fred Kley, Oscar Apfel, and an Italian cameraman named Alfred Gandolfi, who was carrying raw film stock. The Eastman Kodak film was unperforated. It was cheaper than raw stock that had sprocket holes. The film could be perforated by a laboratory in Flagstaff, or better yet, by one of the crew. DeMille was used to cutting corners; he could cut sprocket holes, too.


The United States whizzed by the coach windows, but DeMille ignored it. He had seen the scenery many times. He concentrated on writing the scenario with Apfel. “By the time our train was chugging over the last miles of Arizona desert,” wrote DeMille, “Oscar and I had perhaps twenty pages of penciled script and the hope that we could find a typist in Flagstaff, cheap.” They envisioned a dramatic landscape against which to stage their cowboy saga. In Chicago, they changed to the Santa Fe California Limited. When the train pulled into Flagstaff on December 16, they saw something else.


Jesse Lasky would later tell his son, Jesse Jr., that there was a sheepman-cattleman war going on. William heard there was snow. Another story said there was pouring rain. Flagstaff was cold but there was no war, and the scenery was neither white nor wet. It was muddy. “There were high mountains,” recalled DeMille. “I didn’t want high mountains. I wanted plains with mountains in the distance.” DeMille was also put off by the quality of light. It had no direction. “Somehow,” said DeMille to Farnum, “this doesn’t strike me as the perfect spot in which to make moving pictures.”


“Well,” replied Farnum, “I think we ought to go on to Los Angeles, where all the other companies are, and have a look.” The Lasky party climbed back on the train. The “other film companies” included the Lubin Studio in San Diego, Keystone in Edendale, the Universal Film Manufacturing Company at Oak Crest Ranch in the San Fernando Valley, and Thomas Ince in Santa Monica. There were a dozen companies in Southern California.


The Lasky troupe arrived in Los Angeles on December 18 and checked into the Alexandria Hotel. This was the hub of the city’s filmmaking. “Casting was carried on in the bar,” wrote historian Kevin Brownlow. “Deals were made in the lobby, on the carpet called the ‘Million-Dollar Rug.’” In this charged environment, DeMille was approached by owners of rental studios, but Fred Kley was already looking. He went to Santa Monica, Boyle Heights, and Edendale.


Six years earlier, DeMille had acted in The Warrens of Virginia with E. Allen Martin. The actor was in Los Angeles making films. DeMille looked him up. On December 20, Martin introduced DeMille to L. L. Burns and Harry Revier, who owned a studio in the neighboring district called Hollywood. Burns managed both an Indian curio shop and a small film company. Revier had been an exhibitor. Their first studio had been in East Hollywood, at 4500 Sunset Boulevard. In March 1913, they had leased that to the Kinemacolor Company and moved a mile west. Their new studio was well equipped, with a laboratory and a stage. This was where Martin had filmed Opportunity for the Efsco Film Company.


In August, the veteran actor Hobart Bosworth had been to the Hollywood facility, seeking to rent it for his feature film The Sea Wolf, but when he met young Revier, he was put off by the sight of his crippled hand and went instead to the J.A.C. Studios on downtown Court Street. The Sea Wolf was the first feature film made in Los Angeles. It was released on December 7.


Fred Kley had also noticed the studio. It was in the wilds of Hollywood, in the middle of a lot of orchards. The streets were unpaved and there were no stop signs; telephone poles were painted red at their bases to indicate an intersection. Rustic or not, it sounded like a good deal. DeMille wanted to see it.


Burns and Revier drove him the seven miles to Hollywood. The district had become a city in 1886. In 1910, its orchards needed water so badly that it rejoined Los Angeles. In 1913, its population was 7,500. “After a long drive through the straggling outskirts of Los Angeles, and then through a stretch of open country, they delivered me to the somnolent village of Hollywood,” wrote DeMille. “Turning off the sparsely-settled main thoroughfare, grandly called Hollywood Boulevard, we drove down a broad, shady avenue more appropriately named Vine Street; and there it was. It was a barn. Unmistakably, it was a barn. To its credit, it was a surprisingly large barn. L-shaped, one of its yellowish, heat-beaten wings ran along Vine Street and the other stretched back, parallel with Selma Avenue, into an orange grove.”


The barn that was now a studio had been built in 1901 by Colonel Robert Northam for his citrus farm. In 1904, when he was gambling, he lost the land to a real estate developer named Jacob Stern, who used the barn to house his horses and carriage. In March 1913, Burns and Revier leased it from him, with the agreement that the animals remain. “When we went in,” wrote DeMille, “the horses looked me over with mild curiosity.”


DeMille liked the studio. On December 24, he signed a lease contract for four months at $250 per month, and a three-year renewal option. Outside the barn there was an open-air stage with a framework for white muslin diffusers. Burns and Revier would expand this stage to dimensions of forty by seventy feet, add a second stage to share with the Lasky Company, and turn the horse stalls into dressing rooms. DeMille thought the film processing rate of 1.5 cents per foot was exorbitant. There were other labs in town, so Burns and Revier dropped the fee to .75 cents per foot, which included tinting and toning of release prints.


DeMille moved to a rental house at 6136 Lexington Avenue. His only roommate was a prairie wolf named Sheba, a domesticated animal he found in a Los Angeles Times ad. The scenario was complete. Someone had to type it. Kley was working as studio manager, so he hired twenty-two-year-old Stella Stray as “secretary-bookkeeper” at a weekly salary of $15. DeMille saw her sitting “behind the kitchen table, perched on a straight wooden chair, with a couple of city directories added so that she could reach the typewriter keys.” One of his New York partners decided that Stray was being overpaid, so she was told to leave. She slid the heavy Underwood No. 5 off the table and started out the door. “Stella,” said DeMille, “where are you going with that typewriter?”


[image: A photographer named J. A. Ramsey came from the Dingman Studio to make this panoramic group portrait of the cast and crew of The Squaw Man on December 29, 1913, the first day of shooting.]
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[image: Another group portrait on the auspicious first day shows DeMille and Apfel holding a loving cup in front of Dustin Farnum. The banquet scene was probably the first to be shot.]
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CECILIA DE MILLE PRESLEY


“Grandfather told me that he ended up in Los Angeles instead of Arizona (as planned), simply because he found the terrain boring. The stories about bad weather were all untrue. He wanted mountains, valleys, and lush green. So they reboarded the train and ended up in Los Angeles.”






 





“It’s my typewriter,” she said. “I’m taking it with me.”


“Well, if it’s your typewriter, we can’t fire you.” It was only then that Stray told the story of the typewriter. On a previous job, a western film, the company had gone broke, owing a great deal of money to both her and the Native Americans who were acting in it. In lieu of payment, she accepted twenty cow ponies and two mules. The Indians inexplicably accepted a typewriter. After her first trip to a feed-and-grain store, Stray had second thoughts about the deal. She went back to the Indians. They got the beasts. She got the Underwood. The Squaw Man got an expert typist.


Stray spent more time on correspondence and accounting than on the scenario. It was a mere thirty-five pages long, with only 284 scenes, most of which were brief summaries.


          1. Mess room – Henry prepares the fund – Jim and Henry made trustees – end of dinner.


          2. Maudsley Towers – library – Diana – Lady Elizabeth – Lady Mabel – Henry and Jim on – Henry’s affection for Diana – Jim’s Explanation of Fund . . .


Stray also had to type casting records. Only two actors had come from New York: Farnum and Kingston. Every other role had to be cast in Los Angeles. “The number of motion-picture actors and actresses living in the city now numbers upward to 200,” reported a Los Angeles Times article in 1910. Three years later, with six companies in Hollywood alone, there were many more actors. Kley posted a sign on a telephone pole. Within hours, the street outside 6284 Selma Avenue was crowded with eager applicants. DeMille used a small red notebook to list interviewees. They included:


          J. G. Harper, strong old Kentuckian


          Dick Palace, Indian, hair to shoulders


          Horses, Mr. W. H. Stratton, $2.50 per horse, $3 per man


          Miss Jane Darwell, Heinzeman Hotel, 620 South Grand


          H. E. Roach, Telephone: West 2376, $5—O.K.


Darwell was rejected because she wanted $10 a day. Roach was hired. (He later found fame as the comedy mogul Hal Roach.)


The important role of the squaw Nat-U-Rich was cast by the film’s star. DeMille was considering a short, stocky Native American actress named Red Wing. Her Winnebago name was Ah-Hoo-Sooch-Wing-Gah. Twenty-nine and a graduate of the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, she had been working in films for five years. DeMille thought she was too short. “Don’t go any farther,” Farnum called out. “She’ll do.” This was a wise decision. Red Wing would bring conviction to the scene in which she surrenders her child.


Every day the barn looked more like a studio, even if it retained a horsey aura. The actors were troupers, accustomed to cross-country tours. Even Winifred Kingston was agreeable. “She didn’t ask what performer last used the dressing room,” recalled DeMille. On Broadway, it might have been a rival actress; in Hollywood, it was a horse.


The weather on Monday, December 29, 1913, was warm and sunny, a far cry from New York. “The sun was California’s great asset in the making of early films,” wrote DeMille. “Rain meant that work stopped, while the payroll kept rolling along. But our first day was a good day.” The sun shining on the white diffusers created a soft illumination for the dining room of the English mansion. It looked odd facing acres of orchards. “When I went out that glorious morning,” DeMille recalled, “to take the first ‘stills’ and begin posing the artists, it felt to me just like it must feel to a prisoner leaving solitary confinement for the open air.”


[image: A freshly painted sign tells the story in this photograph. Except for Red Wing, who is standing in front of Farnum (and Iron Eyes Cody, who appeared in other scenes), most of the Native Americans in The Squaw Man were portrayed by performers of other races. Among them are Noble Johnson, an African American; Guillermo Calles, a Mexican; and Joseph Singleton, an Australian. The cast was on location at Oak Creek Park, which is now Forest Lawn Cemetery in Burbank.]
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DeMille started to direct the actors but stopped short when Apfel reminded him to consider the camera. “I felt lost,” DeMille admitted. “At first I couldn’t get the stage idea out of my head. I looked skyward for sets of lines, borders, and drops. Then I seemed to enter into the spirit of the thing. I was enamored of the way Mr. Apfel went about focusing his camera, getting the actors and actresses within range of the lens. He went through this, my first picture, with me until I had gotten the technique of motion-picture direction. I learned the art of directing all over again, but this time with the universe as a working basis.”


Much of The Squaw Man was shot under muslin on sets behind the barn, but there were exterior scenes, so the company traveled to Mount Palomar to shoot in the snow. There was a good deal to learn. “We didn’t see dailies,” said DeMille. “You looked at the film in your hand. You looked at the negative, to see what was there.” After the company returned from Palomar, they made an unhappy discovery. “After we took a wild Western scene of an Indian lost in the snow,” said DeMille, “static in the camera killed almost every foot of it. The static was from the cold mixed with the friction of the film being drawn across the velvet on one side of the film gate. The static looked like lightning coming in from the sides of the frame. We only got one usable scene out of all that Palomar stuff. That was really heartbreaking.”


There was no time to lament lost scenes. Each location excited DeMille more—Hemet, Chatsworth, Oak Crest Ranch. “Imagine the horizon is your limit and the sky your gridiron,” he said. “No height limit, no close-fitting exits, no conserving of stage space. Instead of a ‘set’ mountain with the paint still wet, a real, honest-to-goodness mountain looms in the background.” He was responsible for an entire production in an unfamiliar setting and with a huge amount of capital invested. He had to be careful. One day he saw a player touch his lit cigarette to a coil of discarded film stock—nitrate film stock. “Puff!” wrote DeMille. “It was gone, in a vanishing whiff of smoke. Was that how quickly our investment, not to mention the cash we were already taking in from exhibitors, could literally go up in smoke?” From then on, every shot was taken twice. After the negative was processed, he separated the two takes and carried one set home.


DeMille wrote to Constance every day. “The tales that drifted back from the West were hair-raising,” wrote William’s daughter, Agnes de Mille. “Uncle Cecil had bitter rivals who were intent on doing him in.” DeMille was receiving anonymous letters, warning him to shut down the production. “I was riding along homeward in the dusk,” wrote DeMille, “when—zing!—a sharp, whizzing sound passed by my head, followed soon by the crack of a shot from somewhere back in the thick growth beside the road. I turned my horse and drew my gun, ready to shoot. Not a leaf was stirring. There was nothing for me to do but go on home.”


[image: Cash Hawkins (Billy Elmer) intends to kill Jim Carston (Dustin Farnum), but Nat-U-Rich (Red Wing) intervenes. “Me kill ‘um” was the famous quote from The Squaw Man.]
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It was hard to believe—then and later—that such things could occur in a sleepy little town. “These were not press stories,” wrote Agnes de Mille in her 1951 memoir Dance to the Piper. “These were Uncle Ce’s letters to his anxious wife.” In 1957, when DeMille was preparing his autobiography with interviews on a reel-to-reel tape recorder, he said that he had fired a lab technician—and that the unnerving incidents might have been perpetrated by this individual. After DeMille died, his ghost writer blamed the Trust for the incidents; it made a better story.


DeMille hired a “cutter” named Mamie Wagner, who created a “first assembly” work print as it came from the lab in the other wing of the barn. “The cutting paraphernalia consisted of a pot of film cement, an electric light bulb behind a piece of ground glass, and two rewinds,” said DeMille. There were distractions. Water ran through the rooms when Jacob Stern washed his carriage, so DeMille put his feet in a wastebasket. Starting January 16, heavy rains halted filming for three days. DeMille moved inside to edit with Wagner. He had to hold an umbrella over her because the roof was leaking.


[image: “The minute a man marries a squaw, he is taboo,” Dustin Farnum told a reporter. “Yet this scenario creates such a situation that no man with a heart in him can fail to forgive. And Red Wing was splendid in her portrayal.” The Winnebago actress was so steeped in her character that she went into hysterics during the scene in which her child is taken from her.]
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[image: Red Wing tends to the near-frozen Jim Carston, assisted by Tabywana (Joseph Singleton) and Grouchy (Dick Le Strange), who is dressed as a medicine man.]


Red Wing tends to the near-frozen Jim Carston, assisted by Tabywana (Joseph Singleton) and Grouchy (Dick Le Strange), who is dressed as a medicine man.


Back in New York, Goldfish was hard at work, selling exhibition rights to the in-progress film. His ad in Variety highlighted the title and star, plus the novelty of feature length. “In those days pictures were sold on what was called a ‘states’ rights’ basis,” recalled DeMille. “This meant that the distributor acquired the exclusive right to arrange the exhibition of a picture in a given state.” The first to buy was a New York exhibitor named William Sherry. “Almost immediately letters from theater managers began to pour in,” Goldfish wrote. “The swiftness and volume of those first orders overwhelmed me.” Fourteen states’ rights buyers committed cash. The pressure was on.
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