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			Introduction

			Show business has always understood the value of words. Whether on the silver screen, television, radio, or stage, how a film, program, or play is written is crucial to a production’s success or failure. “You struggle, you claw, and you scratch trying to camouflage a bad script,” beloved actor Gregory Peck once said. “When the script is sound and the structure is there, you just sort of sail through.”

			Behind the scenes the specificity of what’s said is every bit as important. When a late nineteenth-century stagehand was told to make sure the star was in the limelight, he’d be in big trouble if he didn’t know how to make that happen. (For more on limelight go to p. 91.) Similarly, a film editor in the early days of Hollywood would lose his job if he didn’t understand how to deftly cut to the chase (p. 54). 

			Then there are the many studio execs, talent agents, and publicists who have intuitively understood how to bend language to their will since the dawn of the business. As an entertainment journalist for publications like USA Today and the Hollywood Reporter, I’ve often quipped that there are certain power players in the industry who like to lie with moral indignation. If you question what seems like a tall tale, these Hollywood bigwigs become outraged. It’s as if they are saying, “How dare you question my lie? Do you know who I am? You should consider yourself lucky that I’m even lying to you!” 

			For better or for worse, this book celebrates how all these elements have led to show business making such a lasting impact on what we say every day. 

			In 2016 the Economist magazine explained why it was relaunching a column on language in its print edition: “Its power to inform and to lead astray, to entertain and to annoy, to build co-operation or destroy reputation, makes language serious stuff.” In the hands of the dream factories that produce movies, television, radio, and theater, all those factors are not only in play, but, to paraphrase the film This Is Spinal Tap, they also generally go to eleven on a scale of one to ten.

			The reason: Everything is bigger in showbiz. Culture is America’s largest export, and what takes place in that industry is so often at the center of what is being sold. So when movie censors in the 1940s decided that an obscure word primarily used in geology would become the term for that often-ogled top part of a woman’s chest, the little-used cleavage got a new meaning and went global almost instantly. Or when Arnold Schwarzenegger warned “I’ll be back” in The Terminator, you could quickly find posters, T-shirts, and mugs all for sale with that catchphrase (not to mention an ungodly number of newspaper headlines later when the actor ran for and then served as California’s governor). Quite simply, what happens in Hollywood does not stay in Hollywood.

			With that in mind, what should you expect in these pages? This book delves into how the entertainment universe has transformed the English language through idioms, words, and quotes. So what you’ll find here are the stories behind why phrases from ad-libbing to wing it are no longer solely the domain of the thespian world. Moreover, explanations for everything from why losing your job can be described as getting the hook to the background on how calling a person a drama queen transitioned from being a compliment to an insult are covered. 

			That said, entertainment industry phrases that haven’t developed into figurative mainstays in common conversation are sidestepped here. For example, there’s some great movie jargon out there. Among my favorites are terms like best boy, which is the name for the number-two person in a movie production’s electrical department, and a gobo, which is slang for an object used to block an unwelcomed light during shooting. Sadly, as much as I’d like to see somebody say, “get a gobo for that lamp” when you’re trying to go to bed, it didn’t make the cut because it hasn’t gained that broader appeal.

			Along with the main entries, you’ll also find a lot of space devoted to the history of iconic film quotes. It was a no-brainer to include them. After all, as the Los Angeles Times said in 2010: “If music is the soundtrack of our lives, then movies provide the audio track.” Still, this was a challenging aspect to the book as, for most of us, a great movie line evokes a very personal time and place in our lives. 

			As a result, I held my breath as I chose thirty great lines of dialogue for inclusion. How did I pick them? I looked for examples that are often at the tips of our tongues, stood out in film history, and also provided interesting backstories (see p. 7 for that term’s, well, backstory). In making my selections I was primarily guided by two sources: A list generated by the American Film Institute in 2005 called “AFI’s 100 Years . . . 100 Movie Quotes” and a 2016 survey of industry pros conducted by the Hollywood Reporter dubbed “Hollywood’s 100 Favorite Movie Quotes.” Oh, and for you TV fans, fear not: There is space devoted to quotes from that medium as well (see pp. 36, 111, and 187).

			To steal a saying from TV commercials, “But wait, there’s more!” This work also features other boxes and lists illustrating how in many ways, big and small, all sorts of showbiz folks have left their mark on the lexicon.

			A couple of final points before we get rolling. First, the book aims to be a robust survey of this topic rather than an exhaustive tome. The hope is that I’ve touched on a broad range of words and phrases taken from the entertainment industry that we now ordinarily use. But if I’ve neglected a few, apologies. Nevertheless, before you have a prima donna (p. 133) moment, consider perusing the index as some idioms may be discussed as part of other entries. Finally, I always aim to give credit where credit is due, so if you’re looking for detailed sourcing for any quotes that appear in this book, please check the notes section.

			Now, in honor of the longtime Loews Theatres’ jingle, I hope you’ll sit back and relax, (and) enjoy the book. 

		

	
		
			Idioms, Words, and Quotes

			Ad-libbing

			The popularity of ad-libbing—whether you’re unprepared and need to give a presentation at work or you’re trying to talk your way out of a parking ticket—came in large part from the dramatic arts. 

			However, the music world deserves initial paternity. The expression comes from the musical notation ad lib., which is short for ad libitum, meaning “at one’s pleasure or discretion,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary. In the 1700s, when ad lib. was added to a musical score, it told the conductor he had the option to use a certain instrument in a performance. 

			In the 1800s both stage and music took the phrase to describe improvisation. Still, a big breakthrough for the term came in the early decades of the 1900s, when theater and film folks began commonly using it as a verb (as in ad-libbing or ad-libbed) to express on-the-fly changes to dialogue and action.

			At that time newspapers like the New York Times treated the expression as if it were something completely new—though even the paper of record wasn’t completely sure what it meant. In a 1926 article the Times defined ad-libbing on the stage as “spoofing, joshing, mocking, or plain unembroidered kidding.”

			By 1929 the often-described newspaper of record had a better grip on the term when it ran a feature on how the new art of talking films often needed ad-libbing for technical purposes. Sound engineers required this additional impromptu conversation, which the article defined as “improvised dialogue,” to create continuity in the soundtrack. 

			During this era, when an actor was good at this practice, it became worthy of media attention. The Washington Post ran its own 1929 story about how great actors were ad-libbing their way through films. The best, according to the paper, was Will Rogers. In the movie They Had to See Paris, the paper gushed that the comic actor “ad libbed enough of his dialogue to have his role truly ‘all Rogers.’”

			No doubt, music has continued to use the phrase (heck, it’s a foundation for the American art form of jazz), but the early movie references, which were far more common in newspapers than musical mentions at this point, solidified the expression as commonplace in the English language.

			To be sure, the practice has remained central in filmmaking ever since. Beyond the ad-libbed movie quotes discussed in full in these pages (see: “Here’s looking at you, kid,” “You talkin’ to me?” and “You’re going to need a bigger boat” as examples on pages 28, 176, and 182, respectively), other great improvised lines in pictures include: Dustin Hoffman’s street-crossing statement in Midnight Cowboy, “Hey, I’m walkin’ here!”; the iconic line “squeal like a pig” from Deliverance; and Jack Nicholson’s über-creepy “Heeeerrrreeee’s Johnny!” in The Shining.

			Audition

			Most actors will tell you that almost invariably, auditions have a meat-market quality to them. It’s more about how you look than what you say. If that’s the case, then those hiring are generally missing the actual meaning of audition. English speakers first took the word in the sixteenth century to describe the act of hearing. For instance, doctors would talk about the audition of a patient (e.g., the deaf man lacks audition).

			But by the 1800s the French were also using the term regularly for a broader purpose. An audition was used to label a hearing in court. For example, French legal code would talk about l’audition des témoins, which were hearings of witnesses. This idea of having your moment to speak in front of important individuals was taken by theater operators by the 1870s. An early reference to the crossover can be found in the August 1879 edition of Theatre magazine, when it discussed how an actor “applied for an audition” with the Comédie Française.

			At the start of the twentieth century, actors on both sides of the Atlantic were formally lining up for auditions (aka tryouts)—often much to the chagrin of all involved.

			In 1912 movie mogul Adolph Zukor hired pioneering filmmaker Edwin S. Porter to produce six films. Porter, who likely chafed at the auditioning required for that number of projects, supposedly remarked, “There isn’t that much talent in the world.” 

			More than ninety years later, in 2003, Robert De Niro gave his perspective on his early experiences with the process.

			“I didn’t have a problem with rejection, because when you go into an audition, you’re rejected already,” he said. “There are hundreds of other actors. You’re behind the eight ball when you go in there.”

			Indeed, the numbers of people who are tested for a single part can seem exhaustive. General Hospital casting director Mark Teschner once said he’d read 250 actors for a single role, but that’s nothing compared to the thousands upon thousands who auditioned to become iconic characters like Harry Potter or Gone with the Wind’s Scarlett O’Hara.

			Still, there are rare instances when a soft side to it all emerges. For the movie Mystic Pizza, Julia Roberts originally came in to audition unprepared. She reportedly hadn’t read the script, wasn’t dressed right, and, with blond hair, didn’t look the part. Rather than dismiss her, the casting directors told Roberts what they wanted and asked her to come back the next day. This time Roberts had colored her hair, was wearing the appropriate clothes, and had prepared her lines. She nailed it and got what would be a breakout role. 

			
				
					“All right, Mr. DeMille, I’m ready for my close-up.”

					—Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson), Sunset Boulevard (1950)

					When you pull back the curtain on how Sunset Boulevard came together, you begin to realize how easily the movie—and this quote—could have been vastly different.

					Billy Wilder and his longtime writing partner Charlie Brackett collaborated with D. M. Marshman Jr. on the project. The original idea was to tentatively call it A Can of Beans and make it about a “harassed head of the studio, half heavy, half hero, who dies of heat exhaustion driving back from a [movie] preview in Pomona [California],” Brackett confided in his diary.

					They ditched that premise and, in the end, Wilder was motivated by something he’d jotted down some time before. The filmmaker kept a log of promising ideas he’d come up with over the years. “When he consulted his notebook,” wrote biographer Gene Phillips (spoiler alert!), “he found this fragment: ‘Silent picture star commits murder. When they arrest her, she sees the newsreel cameras and thinks she is back in the movies.”

					With that discovery, the foundation was cemented for this line, which served as the film’s final words. But the picture still almost went in a completely different direction for another reason. “God forgive me, I wanted to have Mae West” play faded silent movie star Norma Desmond, Wilder once admitted.

					West would have surely interpreted the role—and this line—with her trademark bawdy demeanor, making the picture more of a comedy than a satirically dark tale. Sam Staggs, who wrote a history of the film, mused that “from Mae’s mouth, ‘I’m ready for my close-up’ wouldn’t be addressed to DeMille but to a young stud and she’d make it clear she didn’t mean a camera shot.”

					Wilder and West both agreed she wasn’t right for the part, and while some other actresses, like Mary Pickford, were discussed, the marriage of the onetime silent film star Gloria Swanson and the role proved a perfect match.

					When it came to this scene, which the writers were still fine-tuning well after shooting began, Swanson was an absolute ace. In particular, Brackett was impressed by her “fantastic stamina” in filming it. 

					She’s “a woman of fifty who spent the day going down a staircase without looking at the steps, having her hands in a strange Salome-esque dance fashion, who at eight o’clock had to do her most highly emotional scene, and who seemed to get through with no bad effects whatever,” he wrote in his diary. After Swanson uttered the famous lines for the final time (this also happened to be the last scene she shot in the film), the crew burst into applause. 

					Sunset Boulevard was also the end of a relationship between Wilder and Brackett that had spanned seventeen screenplays and earned two Academy Awards (including one for this film). The duo certainly went out on top as a team. Along with this line, Desmond’s statement “I am big! It’s the pictures that got small” is also deemed one of the most memorable in film history. [image: ]

				

			

			Backdrop

			Compared to their British counterparts, Americans have long enjoyed simplifying the English language. The Brits fill their cars with petrol while Yanks use gas. In the United States, people often eat eggplant, which is called aubergine in the United Kingdom. If it’s raining outside, a guy in Seattle will put on his rain boots; a similar fellow in London will reach for his Wellingtons.

			With that in mind, maybe it should come as no surprise that in the late nineteenth century, American theater pros came up with the plainer backdrop—rather than the British-used scenery—to describe those beautifully painted background canvases that depicted a show’s location.

			The term was certainly popular in New York, where newspapers were referring to backdrops by the 1890s. Nonetheless, it’s probably much older than that. A story that ran in small papers throughout the Midwest in 1893 talked about how a theater “manager fell against the back-drop” without needing any explanation of what that object might be. 

			Before the 1900s the seeds of the word’s metaphorical use were already planted. In September 1899 a syndicated article about the triumphant return of Admiral George Dewey to New York after fighting in the Philippines was front-page news in big newspapers like Atlanta’s Constitution and the Salt Lake City Tribune. 

			The widely circulated story described the scene as Dewey journeyed through the city saying, “Stores, old office buildings, and modern scrapers were crowded with stands, tiers upon tiers of seats like an immense theater, whose roof was the sky, whose walls were the surrounding hills, and whose back-drop was the horizon of the lower bay.”

			Since then, the word has been used—often in the construction against the backdrop—to set the context for everything from great moments in history to the stakes in an upcoming football game.

			While the word has risen in stature, those who actually create backdrops haven’t. Back in 1891 the New York Times would give shout-outs to “scene painters” in its columns. 

			Today, backdrop artists have generally lost that rock-star status. Still, that doesn’t mean they haven’t continued to do great work through the years. For example, it took twenty artists to create a backdrop that served as a crossroads on the yellow brick road in The Wizard of Oz. While their names aren’t necessarily remembered, this group expertly painted a 400-foot-long and 35-foot-high piece of heavy white muslin in the vivid colors of the world of Oz.

			Backstory

			The backstory behind backstory is relatively short. One of the first examples of this expression (often written as back story) for a background narrative can be found in the 1970s as a television writing device—though it was probably used in the film business as well. 

			In a 1976 New York Times feature on the soap opera Ryan’s Hope, the term was mentioned in quotes, suggesting it was a novelty to the reader at the time. Before the daytime drama debuted in 1975, the actors got “themselves up for the task by means of a 100-page ‘back story,’” the article said. Conceptually, this early version of a backstory was deep. “This [backstory] book is a genealogy of the TV characters going back to the turn-of-the-century arrival of the immigrant Ryan family, a book full of details, traits and whole ancestors that were mere prologue,” the article explained.

			Oh, how times have changed. By 1986 the phrase evolved to also describe real people’s backgrounds, and while our modern use of backstory sometimes has depth, it often shows up in conjunction with quick-hit portraits of the past. 

			For example, a journalist in 2006 boiled down the “back story of the Christmas narrative” to “a story about fragile families, poverty and the good community.”

			
				
					“Fasten your seat belts, it’s going to be a bumpy night.”

					—Margo Channing (Bette Davis), All About Eve (1950)

					All About Eve is widely regarded as one of writer-director Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s master classes in screenwriting. Along with this piece of dialogue, Mankiewicz, who won his second Best Screenplay Oscar for this work, offered scores of zingers. 

					They included (but weren’t limited to): “I wouldn’t worry too much about your heart. You can always put that award where your heart ought to be”; “You’re too short for that gesture”; “Miss Caswell is an actress, a graduate of the Copacabana School of the Dramatic Arts”; and “Funny business, a woman’s career. The things you drop on your way up the ladder so you can move faster. You forget you’ll need them again when you get back to being a woman.”

					But this line stands out because of how, in particular, Bette Davis interpreted it from the page.

					“Fasten your seat belts, it’s going to be a bumpy night” came to Mankiewicz very early on. He had it in his first treatment, which is essentially an initial detailed outline. When the shooting script was completed, the line didn’t include any direction other than to have Davis’s diva Margo Channing respond to a question from her friend Karen Richards (played by Celeste Holm), who wondered whether Channing was about to create a scene.

					Instead, Davis did some physical improvisation, downing her martini and swaggering around before delivering the famous words with tart satisfaction.

					“Those are things you should be able to do as an actress that a director wouldn’t think of telling you,” Davis said about her additions. “When Margo holds back like that, it lets you know she’s collecting more venom.”

					What’s astonishing is that while Davis’s work—and line—in this movie were deemed signature performances, she wasn’t booked for the role until nearly the last minute. Claudette Colbert had been signed to play Margo but had to drop out because of a back injury. While others like Marlene Dietrich and Gertrude Lawrence were considered, Davis got the job.

					Mankiewicz would say a year before his death in 1993 that the switch from Colbert to Davis made all the difference for this iconic statement. In fact, he actually once asked Colbert to recite the famous words sometime after the film came out.

					He said Colbert delivered it in a “darling” fashion, but it didn’t capture the mood like Davis had done. Davis said it perfectly, according to Mankiewicz, like she was “hoisting storm warnings.”

					Davis’s cautionary statement certainly cottoned to the minds of audiences—maybe a little too much, according to longtime New York Times film critic Vincent Canby.

					“The line has now been so thoroughly absorbed into the collective subconscious that many people no longer remember its origins,” Canby wrote in 1992. “It [has] passed into the public domain, better recognized as the happy hunting ground where one man’s wit gains immortality as another man’s cliché.” [image: ]

				

			

			The New York Times Magazine took backstory as a heading on its contents page for a similar cursory glance. “What we mean to do in that paragraph is give you a little ‘back story’ on the author—why he or she was the one to have reported and written the piece,” Gerald Marzorati, editor of the magazine, said in 2005.

			Although backstories are often reductive, they are nevertheless considered important for everybody and everything. In 2007 the Washington Post talked about how Barack Obama knew he needed to possess “both a cause and a back story.” The same paper lauded a theater group seven years later for its portrayal of “the back story behind our impossible-to-sing national anthem.”

			As far as its linguistic staying power, backstory may just be one of those terms that has a particularly memorable quality. “We at the magazine use it on our contents page mostly because of the catchiness of the phrase,” Marzorati explained. 

			Behind the scenes

			Behind the scenes of any production is a complicated place.

			“Nearly all people who ever visit the opera or theatre . . . [know] there is a dark mysterious space behind the scene, where the artists move about,” an 1874 Harper’s magazine article said. “But very few have a conception—even the faintest—of the immensity of these secret regions compared with the stage upon which their eyes rest when the curtain is up.”

			While not discussing behind the stage, per se, the article described how major theaters possessed three or four distinct stories below where the actors tread. Before our modern-day mechanics, some of the intricate contraptions necessary to move thespians onto the stage from below or shift scenery could fill up a whole subterranean floor or more. 

			In the film world, behind the scenes is no less intricate. Take MGM during the golden age of 1930s moviemaking. The studio boasted 3,200 artisans, laborers, technicians, and craftsmen on staff. That included five hundred carpenters, fifteen plumbers, twenty-four guys in the blacksmith shop, and even a barber.

			Despite all those toiling away in obscurity, the phrase doesn’t appear to have been originally coined to describe their work. Instead, it was a term of art to reflect activities performed by characters outside the view of the audience—like an offstage birth or murder.

			The playwright John Dryden used it way back in 1668 when he wrote: “But there is another [s]ort of Relations, that is, of things happening in the Action of the Play, and [s]uppos’d to be done behind the Scenes.” 

			Even so, the expression quickly found broader meaning both on the stage and in the general vernacular. Before the end of the seventeenth century, it was applied figuratively for anything (in the theater or otherwise) done away from public scrutiny.

			Not surprisingly, with that meaning came a desire to keep people away from these private activities. As a 1701 London newspaper fumed about the goings-on at one theater: “Many Noblemen and Gentlemen Observing how Shamefully the Players are Impos’d upon by a great many Persons who come into the Side Boxes and behind the Scenes, and never Pay any thing for seeing the Play.”

			More than three centuries later, behind the scenes (or, as some like to call it, backstage, which became a popular idiom in the twentieth century) remains a touchy place—particularly in the world of politics. In 2008 Australia’s Health Minister, Nicola Roxon, admitted that the backroom business of spinning journalists wasn’t pretty.

			“Our handling of the media is a bit like sausage making: Some things you don’t want to see behind the scenes,” she said.

			The big picture

			If you want to use show business as your guide, figuring out the big picture in life should be less about securing a sky-high overview of a problem or situation and more about getting a quality perspective.

			
				
					“Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.” 

					—Rhett Butler (Clark Gable), Gone with the Wind (1939)

					In 2005 the American Film Institute named these unforgettable parting words the greatest movie quote of all time. But would the line have been as meaningful if, instead, Rhett had said, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t care” or “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a hoot”? 

					Both were on the table in the months leading up to Gone with the Wind’s December 1939 premiere. In the early days of the movie business, Hollywood was pretty lax about language, but in 1930 a more conservative Motion Picture Association instituted a Production Code, known as the Hays Code, that outlawed many things (see Cleavage, p. 40), including a number of words deemed racy, like “damn.” 

					But David O. Selznick, who produced the eventual Best Picture Oscar winner, would not be denied. Though he replaced the iconic line with “Frankly, my dear, I don’t care” at a screening for censors, he had a bigger plan. That version got the regulators’ seal of approval, which was necessary for the film to be distributed, and then the producer really went to work.

					He wrote a lengthy letter to the code’s chieftain Will Hays, arguing “damn” be reinstated. He noted that numerous upstanding magazines of the day, like the Saturday Evening Post and the Atlantic Monthly, featured the word, and that the line had literary basis. Margaret Mitchell had used the almost identical phrase “My dear, I don’t give a damn” in her book, which won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1937.

					“The omission of this line spoils the punch at the very end of the picture,” Selznick wrote, “and on our very fade-out gives an impression of unfaithfulness after three hours and forty-five minutes of extreme fidelity to Miss Mitchell’s work which has become . . . an American Bible.”

					Hays and his office were unmoved, so the backroom drama was ratcheted up. On October 27 a meeting with the Board of Directors of the Motion Picture and Producers Distribution Association was held to discuss the line. The confab was described to Selznick, who didn’t attend the gathering, as “a very stormy session.”

					Nevertheless, Selznick got his way. The code was quietly modified on November 1 to allow elements “essential and required for portrayal, in proper historical context, of any scene or dialogue based upon historical fact or folklore . . . or a quotation from a literary work, provided that no such use shall be permitted which is intrinsically objectionable or offends good nature.” The movie’s final line met that requirement.

					Despite the victory, a legend exists that the producer was still fined $5,000 for using “damn.” There is no known evidence in Selznick’s or the production code’s archives to support that ever happened. In the end the often-repeated tale might have simply been a myth created to protect the Hays Office from embarrassment for yielding on this issue. 

					Still, in view of the film’s ultimate success, if Selznick did indeed make a payment, you can be sure his first thought was: “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.” [image: ]

				

			

			While the phrase big picture as a literal description of a large painting has been around for a long time, this expression found its way into show business during the first few decades of the twentieth century—just before the idiomatic usage became particularly popular. But rather than being used to express the size of movie screens, it was initially applied to stage productions, and then, more regularly, to films that were touted as the prime product. 

			For instance, a February 1904 issue of the Evening News Review in East Liverpool, Ohio, gushed that the final act of a musical called While Old Glory Waves was the “big picture” of the proceedings. By the next decade, publications were commonly utilizing the term either to generally reference feature films (as opposed to short movies) or to describe a major, big-budget production. (An example from a January 1916 edition of the Bakersfield Californian: “The vaudeville and the Pathe News Review will precede the big picture, starting at 7 o’clock sharp.”) In addition, a “big picture house” was often used to describe an establishment that showed these higher-production full-length films.

			With this usage very much in play during the 1930s, when folks began using big picture figuratively, it’s possible it served as inspiration for the idiomatic phrase. Still, it’s hard to deny that the literal big screens that moviegoers were experiencing didn’t have an impact as that application certainly suggests taking a wide view on a subject.

			Without question, early screens were impressive spectacles for the time. Original large cinemas, for example, could boast screens that measured up to 24 by 18 feet. Of course, that’s nothing compared to today’s massive options like the IMAX viewing surface at Darling Harbour in Sydney, Australia, which is a jaw-dropping 117 by 97 feet. 

			Still, even though pioneering screens are not as awe-inspiring as today’s standards, you could be sure you’d get an up-close-and-personal view in those older theaters—a fact that wasn’t lost on the actors being displayed.

			Joked comedic actor Joe E. Brown, who made his film debut in 1928: “When I first saw my face on the screen in a close-up six feet high, I jumped up and yelled, ‘It’s a lie!’”

			Bit part

			A bit, which originally entered the English language to describe a morsel of food, is an ancient word that comes from the idea of biting. But when we talk about a bit part in any sort of activity, forget about eating. It comes from showbiz.

			On second thought, don’t completely forget about eating, as having a small enough role to be deemed a bit player means making so little money it might be tough to both buy groceries and pay the rent. In 1926 a regular bit role in a Broadway production would get you a meager $20 a week, which is about $267 in modern terms. Today, an actor who has five lines or less on a 30-minute TV series earns a minimum of $401 for a one-day role.

			Even worse, taking a bit part means more than just not having much face time in the show. It’s also an implicit reminder that, in general, you aren’t big-time. That’s because around the same time a bit part became common stage jargon in the 1920s, another expression, cameo, emerged. 

			That word was used for a small role reserved for actors of substantial stature. In 1956 the Oscar-winning Around the World in 80 Days really popularized the usage of cameo when it boasted forty-six such performances from greats such as Marlene Dietrich, Frank Sinatra, Buster Keaton, and Red Skelton. The takeaway is if you have a few lines and you aren’t getting the cameo moniker, you probably aren’t highly regarded.

			Nevertheless, there are upsides to taking a measly part. Most notably, it’s long been a stepping stone. Even back in 1925 the successful director and studio exec Monta Bell told a reporter that he hired journeyman actor Charlie McHugh for a large role in the Marion Davies vehicle Lights of Old Broadway primarily because the actor was willing to take a “bit part” in a previous film.

			Glory can also come to these briefly seen and heard players. Beatrice Straight is the prime example. The lesser-known performer won a supporting actress Oscar for a mere five minutes and forty seconds of screen time in the 1976 film “Network,” which ran a total of 121 minutes. 

			Language-wise, the role of the bit player hasn’t been solely the domain of actors for decades. Bit parts, at least according to the media, really run the gamut from football players to, if you can believe it, the pope. Of course, like most actors, elected officials, in particular, strive to avoid the tag. “Politicians don’t come to Washington to play a bit part in the opera,” explained one newspaper in 2015. 

			Blackout

			As the film The Hangover (just the original, not the sequels) proves, blackouts can be entertaining. Although if you’ve ever had your own bender that’s led to such an experience, it’s certainly more drama than comedy. 

			While we can’t credit the theater for the creation of those experiences, we can say it brought the term blackout to light. The word was initially stage jargon for extinguishing all lights in a performance. Think of it as the cinematic version of a fade-out (see p. 63). This immediate darkness was done for various purposes—to mark the end of a scene, the passage of time, a particularly compelling moment, or, in other instances, to indicate that the show was shifting from one vaudeville act to another.

			This terminology was very much in use during the first decades of the 1900s. The illustrious playwright George Bernard Shaw made reference to it in a letter he penned in 1913. Still, it should be said that this thematic strategy was not always welcomed. Its use in a 1928 London production led a critic for the Times of London to ask whether the tactic was a simplistic dramatic crutch. “Is the mere dropping of a gauze curtain and a sudden ‘black out’ an adequate interpretation of such words as these?” the journalist asked rhetorically.

			
				
					Goldwynisms

					The colossal movie mogul Samuel Goldwyn lived at the intersection of art and commerce. Though, to get there, he took a number of wrong linguistic turns. One of the great Hollywood pioneers, Goldwyn received producer credits on nearly 140 films, including such classics as The Best Years of Our Lives, Guys and Dolls, and The Pride of the Yankees. But when the movie mainstay died at age ninety-four in 1974, the New York Times conceded that “to the general public he was probably best known for his ‘Goldwynisms,’ the malapropisms, mixed metaphors, grammatical blunders and word manglings” that he was said to have uttered throughout his life. 

					Like baseball’s Yogi Berra, Goldwyn didn’t quite deserve all the credit he received for befuddling the English language. Late in his life Goldwyn would disavow connection to a number of them, and many in the business would back that claim. Admitted Charlie Chaplin in 1937 about some Goldwynisms: “It sounds like Sam Goldwyn. We’ll pin it on Sam.”

					“Goldwynisms weren’t the malapropisms that were always being attributed to him,” three-time Oscar-nominated writer Garson Kanin said in 1974. “Most of them were invented by press agents.” 

					As a result, when the Oxford English Dictionary included an entry on the producer’s semantic contributions, they smartly hedged, describing a Goldwynism as a “witticism uttered by or typical of Samuel Goldwyn.”

					So, while Goldwyn may not have originated some (or many) of the following, know that when it comes to those that didn’t come from his lips, he was the inspiration.

					
							“Anyone who goes to a psychiatrist should have his head examined.”

							“A verbal contract isn’t worth the paper it’s written on.”

							“Let’s have some new clichés.”

							“I’ll give you a definite maybe.”

							“I had a great idea this morning, but I didn’t like it.”

							“Let’s bring it up-to-date with some snappy nineteenth-century dialogue.”

							“We’ve got twenty-five years’ worth of files out there, just sitting around. Now what I want you to do is to go out there and throw everything out—but make a copy of everything first.”

							“The only trouble with this business is the dearth of bad pictures.”

							“That’s the trouble with directors—always biting the hand that lays the golden egg.”

							“In two words: im possible.”

							“I felt like we were on the brink of the abscess.”

							“Our comedies are not to be laughed at.”

							“I love the ground I walk on.”

							“For this part I want a lady, somebody that’s couth.”

							“I want to make a picture about the Russian secret police: the GOP.”

							“We’ve passed a lot of water since then.”

							“I would be sticking my head in a moose.”

							“Anything that man says you’ve got to take with a dose of salts.”

							“Gentlemen, include me out.”

					

				

			

			Theater’s sole domain over the word didn’t last long. In the 1920s the expression was used to describe a temporary loss of vision. It occurred then (and now) to pilots who get hit by excessive g-force.

			In the 1930s two additional blackout definitions emerged: loss of memory due to too much drinking and a loss of lights in your house due to a disruption in electricity.

			Beyond those still-popular usages, the word reached newfound importance during World War II. In those years a blackout was essential as a way to prepare for Axis bombings. Blackout shades or turning off lights were required in England to prevent Nazi bombers above from being able to see any potential targets.

			All that said, blackout has faded, so to speak, in theater circles.

			Blockbuster

			Patrick Huskinson designed the first blockbuster without the ability to watch a movie. The reason: Huskinson was blind. 

			If you’re confused, here’s another important fact: His work had nothing to do with box-office-winning films or the onetime ubiquitous video-rental chain of the same name. Instead, the British military man’s contributions were even more impressive than the biggest Avengers blockbuster.

			A distinguished pilot during World War I, Huskinson was playing a large role in armament production at the start of World War II when tragedy struck. A Nazi air bombing hit Huskinson’s house, blinding him.

			Undeterred, he continued to work and developed massive bombs, which were two tons or bigger and were so devastating that they were dubbed blockbusters for their capacity to destroy a whole city block. By 1942, articles lauding the bombs’ value to the war effort were common in the United States. 

			For this contribution, Huskinson became a hero, receiving medals on both sides of the Atlantic. The English language also embraced his creation. Charles Lee, the literary editor of the Philadelphia Record, wrote a review of a 1944 book called The Curtain Rises, gushing that it was “destined to be a box-office blockbuster!”

			Movie PR machines were regularly welcoming the term in the 1950s. But they weren’t the only ones using it. The military still called big bombs blockbusters during that decade. The word also came up as part of the darker side of the fight for civil rights.

			Blockbusting was used to describe introducing African-American families into white neighborhoods with the expectation that integration would send bigoted whites fleeing from the area. Real estate speculators would then follow up, purchasing properties from those leaving the community at below-value prices. 

			The 1968 Fair Housing Act aimed to outlaw this practice. Though it still persisted, this linguistic usage dwindled, leaving Hollywood with an open lane to appropriate the word. While it can be said that the film business took an already common expression, the industry’s usage surely gave the term what any blockbuster at the theaters hopes for: longevity in the marketplace.

			Bloopers

			We may think of bloopers as harmless gaffes on TV or in everyday life, but in 1926 they were enough to cause a witch hunt in parts of the United States.

			The term blooper emerged in the mid-1920s due to an early form of radio called a regenerative receiver. When the receiver was tuned poorly, not only would unwanted interference garble the owner’s signal, but it would also distort or muddy his or her neighbors’ radios as well.

			In the early going the word blooper was used for “a person who has a regenerative receiving set and through ignorance does not know how to operate it, thereby making life a burden to his neighbors,” explained a letter written into the Wisconsin Rapids (Wisconsin) Daily Tribune in 1924. That author further explained that these owners could “overcome this difficulty but it will take study and patience.”

			Despite those assurances, within two years, those living near these poorly handled radios in other towns across the country ran out of patience. 

			In Iowa the Sumner Gazette ran a front-page article in 1926, calling out a blooper who “has made the nights for a month past, hideous for other radio owners in town.” It warned ominously that “the ‘blooper’ is courting sudden death” if the unidentified person didn’t cut it out.

			An ad that same year in the Chester Times (Pennsylvania) escalated the pursuit of bloopers. The notice ominously told readers that they could “help yourself and us to clear the air of Bloopers by filling in the coupon below with the name and address of any owner of a Blooper that is making trouble for you.”

			Thankfully, technology improved and nobody—that I can report—suffered sudden death from the awful interference. (Most believe that like buzz or splat, blooper was an onomatopoeia with bloop representing the sound the receivers made.) 

			The term likely led to a usage in baseball that began in the late 1930s. It refers to a softly hit fly ball that often lands for a base hit. But when it comes to its application for flubs of all sorts, a fellow by the name of Kermit Schafer deserves a lot of credit for its popularity. 

			Schafer started his career as a coordinator on live TV shows in New York. He almost lost his job one day when a refrigerator he was responsible for didn’t open while on air. The mess-up gave him the idea to start putting together record albums and books with these sorts of embarrassing acts.

			Blooper was already being used for blunders—particularly political ones—by the 1940s, but Schafer appropriated the word and became a huge success. His first record, “Pardon My Blooper,” came out in 1952 and sold more than a million copies. By the time he died in 1979 at age sixty-four, he’d produced thirty-two records and fifteen books.

			
				
					“Go ahead, make my day.”

					—“Dirty” Harry Callahan (Clint Eastwood), Sudden Impact (1983)

					You know a film quote has made its way into the cultural bloodstream when the president of the United States uses it in a major policy speech less than sixteen months after the movie’s release.

					In March 1985 Ronald Reagan invoked Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry character when speaking to business executives about his opposition to tax increases.

					“No matter how well intentioned they might be, no matter what their illusions might be, I have my veto pen drawn and ready for any tax increase Congress might even think of sending up,” he said. “And I have only one thing to say to the tax increasers: Go ahead, make my day.”

					The statement received laughs in the room and tons of media attention. Under the headline “Some New Material Is Needed,” a Washington Post editorial panned its use. 

					Still, you can be sure that Sudden Impact screenwriter Joseph Stinson thought: mission accomplished.

					Stinson, who had never written a feature screenplay before this film, was in a bit of a quandary. He knew that he would need to include a memorable moment as Eastwood’s character was already known for the line “Do you feel lucky, punk?” from the 1971 film Dirty Harry. But at the same time, he recognized that it’s nearly impossible to design a catchphrase to go viral.

					“If you set yourself up to write that one-liner that’s going to be iconic, you set yourself up to never have it happen,” he said. “It’s like Bruce Springsteen or Bob Dylan. They have those hits that people want to hear, but it’s the last thing they want to play. You feel kind of cheated [if they don’t play them], but then you hate it if it’s not good enough.”

					Structurally speaking, there was precedent for this line, according to language expert Robert Hendrickson. The positive connotation of making someone’s day dated back to the start of the twentieth century. In the 1909 novel The Rosary, a characters says, “I knew I wanted her; knew her presence made my day and her absence meant chill night. . . .” 

					But Stinson flipped the phrase to give it a smoldering anger. For the writer, who had worked in various areas of the industry, including acting, before getting this gig, it was all about coming up with a phrase that embodied the character’s code of conduct.

					“Once a method actor, always a method actor,” he said. “I thought about the character. He lives by a code: ‘This is what I am, this is what I’m going to do. You decide.’”

					Despite the seemingly impossible task, Stinson knew he’d nailed it nearly immediately after coining the phrase.

					“I’ll be honest, I thought it was a pretty good line,” he said. “I walked around L.A. testing it out in my imagination. If someone cut in front of me at midnight in the ‘eight items or less’ line, I’d give ’em the [Dirty Harry] squint.” [image: ]

				

			

			Though his work was sometimes controversial as he re-created some of the supposed bloopers, Schafer was always proud of his contribution to American comedy. In a play on Alexander Pope’s famed quote, he mused in his book Prize Bloopers: “To forgive is human, To err, divine.”

			Bogart

			Stars—or their characters—have long lent their names to everyday items. The well-endowed actress Mae West inspired sailors to call bulky-in-the-chest life preservers Mae Wests. Then there are those short shorts called Daisy Dukes. The provocative pants are a nod to Catherine Bach’s cut-off-jeans-wearing character of the same name in the 1980s series The Dukes of Hazzard.

			But when it comes to this area of language, Humphrey Bogart may very well be in a category all his own. First off, rather than spawning a noun to describe an object, he was the motivating force for an action verb. (Sorry, Shirley Temple fans: Nobody ever says it’s time to Shirley Temple when downing a soda.) Second, the idea of bogarting has led to not one but two different meanings. 

			In the 1960s bogart emerged as street slang for menacing or bullying another—or as Ebony magazine put it in 1965, to “muscle through.” A generic example of usage: “The mean man better stop bogarting me.” Most presume the star of such films as Casablanca and The Maltese Falcon received this honor because he so often played tough guys in the movies. As late as 1997 Esquire magazine was still using the term in this fashion.

			Despite that definition, bogarting took on a totally different meaning in the late 1960s drug counterculture. In that world, to bogart meant to hog or act selfishly. Specifically, it was used when one person smoking a marijuana joint was slow to share it with others. Many sources say the reasoning behind this definition was that Bogart would often have a cigarette dangling from his mouth on the big screen as if he were jealously guarding it.

			This version might have remained obscure if not for the 1968 song “Don’t Bogart Me” by the Fraternity of Man. The tune, with its big line “Don’t Bogart that joint, my friend,” was included in the iconic 1969 film Easy Rider, and this linguistic usage became well known.

			Over the years, the greedy meaning has branched out beyond the dope-smoking world. For instance, in 1992 the Washington Post’s Tony Kornheiser (of future ESPN fame), mentioned bogarting in conjunction with doughnuts and an NBA player, while the film Empire Records (1995) featured a character talking about bogarting money. Nowadays, the term still exists—though more often than not, it’s applied in some sort of parody of its original marijuana meaning.

			Bombshell

			The stunning actress Jean Harlow was known for her straight-talking comedic performances, but her legacy is mostly tied to the words used to describe her. 

			In 1931 the bright-flaxen-haired Harlow co-starred in the movie Platinum Blonde, which referenced the actress’s look and popularized that term. Two years later she made an even bigger linguistic impact with the film Bombshell. 

			The term bombshell had already existed in a figurative sense since the nineteenth century to describe a destructive or shocking event or piece of news (e.g., “I can’t believe John is moving to Kansas; what a bombshell!”). But Harlow’s sex appeal gave the idiom, well, sex appeal. After the movie’s release the word took on a new meaning for a devastatingly alluring woman. With advertising for the film often referring to the picture as The Blonde Bombshell, a subcategory—based on Harlow’s golden hair color—also developed. 

			Harlow, who tragically died from kidney failure in 1937 at age twenty-six, remained in the public consciousness long after her passing, which surely helped maintain the expression’s popularity. For example, in 1965—twenty-eight years after the actress’s death—there was still enough interest in Harlow that two films and a book were produced about her life. (Admittedly, it helped that she had dramatic off-screen experiences that included three marriages, one of which ended in the mysterious suicide of her spouse just sixty-five days after their wedding.) 

			In 2001 a book called The Bombshell Manual of Style tried to break the concept down into its component parts. Among its tips to aspiring bombshells: Make sure you have the right name. “A Bombshell is never named Phyllis, Edith or Bertha,” the book said. “And if she were you’d never know. Serious Bombshells take names with va-va-voom, breathy alliteration and starlet potential.” Other advice included: “Every movement counts. A Bombshell never thoughtlessly enters a room or flops into a chair” and “The Bombshell respects tradition.”
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