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Lillian reporting on the set of John Huston’s The Red Badge of Courage, outside Los Angeles, 1950.
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			“Ross tells all in this remarkable collection.”
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			—Lena Dunham
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			—Gay Talese

			“Lillian Ross is the model for all narrative journalists. Open-eyed, sharp-witted, and fundamentally kindhearted, she has diamond-hard reporting skills and an effortlessly graceful way with words. Each story here shows her at her best, as keen storyteller and social observer, whether she is peering into the world of Hollywood swells or bumbling school kids or wherever else her curiosity takes her. This is a glorious collection by a master of the form.”

			—Susan Orlean

			“Exceptionally curious, exceedingly brave, with a perfect ear: through Lillian Ross and her classic reporting, we’ve gotten the chance to sneak into the private worlds of the great and the fascinating (Chaplin, Hemingway, Truffaut, Huston). One of the most important and influential journalists alive.”

			—Wes Anderson

			“Lillian Ross has elevated journalism—storytelling—to an art but it is her art, singular and brilliant. Her innate sense of form and eye for the telling, often humorous detail are part of what makes her work so indelible and influential—that and her understanding of how the family of man becomes just that.”
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To the talented pack of selfless New Yorker editors 1945–2015



Foreword

DAVID REMNICK

Come on over, kid, and I’ll tell you all about the hassle.”

This was John Huston summoning Lillian Ross by telephone, in 1950, to come to his suite at the Waldorf-Astoria so that he could fill her in on the alternately maddening and hilarious story of his attempt to make a film based on Stephen Crane’s war novel, The Red Badge of Courage. Lillian Ross, a young staff writer for The New Yorker, was more than interested. She hustled over to the Waldorf and then she stayed on the story for months, “from beginning to end,” as she put it, from the initial creative battles and financial negotiations to opening night and beyond. Picture was published, in 1952, in five parts in The New Yorker and later that year as a book. It is one of the few lasting works about the making of a motion picture—a stunningly honest portrait of a failed project and a distinctly American community—and it was also responsible, in the eyes of Norman Mailer and many others, for the invention of the nonfiction novel, a forerunner to Armies of the Night and In Cold Blood.

Lillian Ross has always preferred to think of her work in simpler terms. Not as the “nonfiction novel” or “reportage” or “creative nonfiction.” She prefers to think of it as reporting. And she is just that—a hell of a reporter.

Labels aside, Lillian Ross was a pioneer and remains an enormous influence on other writers. Her hallmarks are her keen eyes and ears and an austere, straightforward style. (This is harder to achieve than words like straightforward make it seem.) As a storyteller, she has an abiding faith in the magical properties of facts. She has an antipathy to analysis, flourishes, and showing off. With an almost cinematic use of scenes, she makes her dramatic points by showing what she sees and hears, relying on the cumulative power of what happens. Her influences, she has said, are scattered across time and include Ernest Hemingway, Henry Mayhew, J. D. Salinger, and Laura Lee Hope. She loves works of nonfiction by novelists, including Turgenev’s “The Execution of Tropmann” and Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year.

•  •  •

In November 1944, Peggy Wright Weidman, an editor at a short-lived, no-advertising, left-wing daily called PM, wrote to William Shawn, then the number-two man at The New Yorker, recommending a young reporter named Lillian Ross who had been working at the paper for a year and a half.

“We have sent her on stories ranging in subject matter from politics to uplift brassieres and she’s done splendidly by both,” Weidman wrote to Shawn. “Another baffler is that she likes to work and does so, at any hour of the day, night, or weekend, with concentration and no nonsense.”

With Weidman and Shawn’s endorsement, Harold Ross, the founder and editor of the magazine, hired her. The truth was, he had chairs to fill. So many writers and editors had gone off to fight in Europe and Asia that Ross had a hard time filling the columns of the magazine. Harold Ross, who was not anyone’s idea of a feminist crusader, found himself hiring women who eventually proved to be the heart of the place. Lillian began, as many young writers do, by working as a reporter for The Talk of the Town. She also started to stretch out. In 1948, she published “Come In, Lassie!,” a glorious depiction of Hollywood’s cowering reaction to the Red Scare in Washington. “Katharine Hepburn goes out and makes a speech for Henry Wallace. Bang! We’re in trouble,” a Hollywood executive told her. “Lassie doesn’t make speeches. Not Lassie, thank God.”

In May 1950, Ross published “How Do You Like It Now, Gentlemen?,” her Hemingway Profile. She followed the writer on a brief sojourn in New York as he clowned around in his hotel room, enjoying caviar and drink, looked at pictures at the Met, shopped at Abercrombie & Fitch, and met with his old friend, “the Kraut,” Marlene Dietrich. To her astonishment and Hemingway’s, some readers thought the piece was a hatchet job, a work of aggression that besmirched the reputation of a great literary artist. Which seemed ridiculous to both writer and subject. Hemingway and Ross had become close, and he went to great lengths to reassure her of their enduring friendship: “All are very astonished because I don’t hold anything against you who made an effort to destroy me and nearly did, they say,” he told her. “I can always tell them, how can I be destroyed by a woman when she is a friend of mine and we have never even been to bed and no money has changed hands?” His advice to her was clear: “Just call them the way you see them and the hell with it.”

Reading Ross’s pieces about Hemingway, Chaplin, Otto Preminger, and so many others in public life, it is hard not to think she worked in blessed circumstances. Unhindered by public relations specialists, with their overweening demands and deals, she could do her work, reporting at length and in depth. “Somewhere along the line, a critic used the phrase ‘fly on the wall’ to describe my journalistic ‘technique,’ ” she has said. Yet, Lillian rejects that. “What craziness! A reporter doing a story can’t pretend to be invisible, let alone a fly; he or she is seen and heard and responded to by the people he or she is writing about. A reporter is always chemically involved in a story.” I like that word: chemically. Picture includes extraordinarily three-dimensional portraits of its protagonists—John Huston, the producer Gottfried Reinhardt, the M-G-M chief Louis B. Mayer, and others—but it also brilliantly depicts the Hollywood studio system, the attempt to translate the internal voice of Crane’s novel into a film, the interplay of egos, the role of money. There is so much information, so much reporting, and yet the plot gallops along, a well-plotted novel-in-fact. Picture is Ross’s masterpiece.

•  •  •

Lillian Ross did not write only about the famous. Far from it. Some of her most charming and affecting work is about children. In 1964, J. D. Salinger wrote to Lillian about a delightful story she’d written about a young teacher preparing for a folk-dancing festival for her fifth and sixth graders at P.S. 31 on Sheep Meadow in Central Park. “I think ‘Dancers in May’ is one of the most beautiful pieces that you or anybody else has ever done,” he said. “I came away from it, of course, wanting to know how everybody is, these days. How is Willy? How is Magdelena? The first and last thing you’ve done is redeem everything, not just make everything bearable.” He went on to praise the way Ross gives some of the characters “their true and everlasting unimportance. I’d better not try to pick out things from the piece or this will turn out to be a book. It’s just one of the pieces of literature that I will always love and never forget.” There was a postscript at the bottom of the page: “Miss White! My God.”

Lucky for us, Lillian has had a long career. In more recent decades, besides a memoir about her long relationship with William Shawn, she has written countless Talk pieces. Each one she sends us is a gift, a reminder of how cunning that form can be. “I often think of making the story as a little film, with a beginning, a middle, and an end,” she once told Susan Morrison, the editor of so many of Lillian’s Talk pieces. One of the joys of this wonderful volume is that it shows a writer who has never ceased being curious. Curiosity: it’s the first requirement of a reporter, and Lillian Ross is a master reporter.



Introduction

LILLIAN ROSS

What makes the writing emerge from a writer is mostly a mystery. A related mystery is the way a writer’s inspirations are not revealed, boldfaced, in what the writer gives us. Behind the work often lurks an elusive spirit. For my part, I am keenly aware of the permeating influence in my writing of William Shawn, The New Yorker’s editor for thirty-five years. It is unshakably present in the stories here, many of them reprinted for the first time. They were written over seven decades, but all reveal the same spirit. As far as I can tell, I seem to have absorbed—and tried to bring alive in these stories—Shawn’s hunger for the innocence and good in people. Finding it is actual joy.

Innocence is an often ridiculed and abused word. To me it is a reliable one. And it naturally translates into humor. It is what has always led me to my subjects.

Jerry Salinger, our colleague at The New Yorker, had his own unyielding kind of innocence. The trouble with all of us, he would say, is that when we were young nobody told us about the penalties of making it in the world on the usual terms. In a letter to me in the 1960s, he wrote, “I don’t mean just the pretty obvious penalties, I mean the ones that are just about unnoticeable and that do really lasting damage, the kind the world doesn’t even think of as damage.” He talked about how easily writers could become vain, complaining that they got puffed up by the same “authorities” who approved putting monosodium glutamate in baby food. I wished that I had his inimitable strength and bravery to live the way he did.

Salinger loved children, but never with the sentimental fakery of admiring their “purity.” When I adopted my son, Erik, Jerry was almost as exuberant as I was. “Unbelievable, stupendous,” he said of one picture I sent: “He’s roaring with laughter. Oh, if he can only hold on to it.”

I have tried to gravitate toward subjects who have been able to hold on to it—people who are open to the possibilities of life, people who aren’t constantly working an angle. Salinger didn’t like worldliness, but he wanted to live, on his own terms, in the world. He liked what Ralph Waldo Emerson said. He quoted Emerson in a letter to me: “A man must have aunts and cousins, must buy carrots and turnips, must have barn and woodshed, must go to market and to the blacksmith’s shop, must saunter and sleep and be inferior and silly.” Writers, Salinger said, sometimes had trouble abiding by that, and he referred to Flaubert and Kafka as “two other born non-buyers of carrots and turnips.”

I have been interested in journalistic writing for almost as long as I can remember. When I was a junior high school student, in Syracuse, a teacher asked me to write a story for the school paper about our new library. To my amazement, what I wrote was published. It was in black type. Two inches long. Here’s my lede:

Fat books, thin books, new books, old books . . .

My words. It was an unforgettable rapture. I had discovered that I could do something with words that I could do with no other medium. That year, I read Byron’s Don Juan in school and was haunted by this passage:

But words are things, and a small drop of ink,

Falling like dew, upon a thought, produces

That which makes thousands, perhaps millions, think.

That school paper incident showed me what I was going to do for the rest of the century. But most important was that the experience—both the reporting and the writing—gave me immediate pleasure.

In the early 1940s, I landed my first reporting job at a brash little newspaper called PM, where I experienced, for the first time, the help of an editor. Peggy Wright was in charge of Local Items, an imitation of The New Yorker’s Talk of the Town section. I loved the work, focusing on a range of subjects, from the sensational carryings-on of the asbestos heir and playboy Tommy Manville to the victims of the famous Hartford Circus Fire. One day Peggy asked me to do a story about General Charles de Gaulle’s visit to New York City. It was July 1944, about a month after D-Day. I met up with Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, who led the general and his entourage up to the Rockefeller Center Observation Deck. I stood behind the very tall general. La Guardia pointed here and there. I heard de Gaulle ask “Où est le Coney Island?” I used that quote in my story. About a week later, I came across a photo in another publication, showing me standing, taking notes, behind the general, along with a story about my reporting that he asked “Où est Coney Island?” It is now engraved for all time on Google. I like seeing it there, a reminder of when and how I found my own way of reporting.

Around that time, William Shawn, the managing editor of The New Yorker under Harold Ross, asked Peggy Wright to come work for him. She didn’t take the job, but she wrote him a letter, urging him to hire me. He did what she suggested.

When I started as a reporter at the magazine that year, I had to write my stories using the Talk of the Town’s famous we, a device that masked the fact that I was a woman. Ross had resisted hiring female staff reporters until World War II, when many of his male employees were drafted. He reluctantly hired three young women (actually, he left the task to Shawn). The idea was that we women would report the “facts” for Talk stories, and then these would be handed off to the remaining men on staff, who would “rewrite” them. In a story I did about the fashion designer Coco Chanel, my pretend masculinity even extended to lighting Mlle. Chanel’s cigarette. (“We lighted a cigarette for Mlle. Chanel and asked her how she had happened to be in retirement so long.”)

Although Ross was impatient with the idea of having women on his staff (and he paid us less than the men), he was a good mentor. He said to me: “Follow your own bent.” He didn’t like to talk to writers much, but he wrote us what he called “notes,” questioning various details and leading us to pin down the facts in our stories. It was marvelous training. When Shawn took over as editor in chief, in 1952, he not only abandoned Ross’s practice of having the men “rewrite” the women’s Talk stories, he also eventually paid us the same rates he paid the men.

When I was in high school, I was strongly influenced by a book called City Editor by Stanley Walker, of the then New York Herald Tribune. Walker wrote that women reporters were generally unwelcome at a newspaper, because if their stories were rejected, “they burst into tears.” So I was determined from that moment on never to cry.

I always liked Talk’s we form. I was comfortable with it. We indeed created the magazine. I began to abandon we when I felt like creating my pieces without exposition, in brief scenes. Like others in my generation, I grew up going to the movies, often several times a week. So it felt natural to me to start writing stories entirely in little scenes. I enjoyed showing everything using dialogue and action, with no authorial intrusions and no presumptions about what was going on inside the subject’s head. Only one person, the subject, knows what he thinks and feels. This model—writing a piece as if it were a miniature movie—ended up informing all the longer pieces that I would go on to do.

In 1947, I went to Mexico to report a long fact story about Sidney Franklin, a bullfighter from Brooklyn. I drove with him from Mexico City to Acapulco in his new Cadillac. It was a wild ride down a mountainous road. I was able to do a good deal of reporting in the Cadillac. For the Franklin story, I wanted to talk to Ernest Hemingway, who was a friend of Franklin’s and had a load of knowledge about bullfighting. I was not only ignorant about bullfighting, I was repelled by it. However, the idea of a young man from Brooklyn, the son of a policeman (a “bull” in the vernacular), tempted my curiosity.

On my way back from Mexico, I stopped in Hollywood. I found that single-industry town in a peculiar state of fear and near paralysis. World War II had ended, raising the spectre of Communism taking over the burgeoning movie industry. The House Un-American Activities Committee had been investigating possibly “dangerous” propaganda hidden in the creative content of films. So I wrote about what I saw and heard, in an unusual satiric piece called “Come In, Lassie!” Both Harold Ross and Bill Shawn were enthusiastic about the storytelling form I found for the piece. It’s like a movie—showing everything from the outside, with lots of talking.

To lighten things up after all that bullfighting, I decided to take a look at what the Miss America contest was all about. So in 1949 I attended the pageant with Miss New York State, Wanda Nalepa, a twenty-two-year-old registered nurse from the Bronx. She lost. Miss Arizona, an eighteen-year-old student, won. My story, “Symbol of All We Possess,” began with the words:

There are thirteen million women in the United States between the ages of eighteen and twenty-eight. All of them were eligible to compete for the title of Miss America in the annual contest staged in Atlantic City last month if they were high-school graduates, were not and had never been married, and were not Negroes.

Ross, who was still the magazine’s editor, objected to the way I had so pointedly inserted my view of the pageant’s racism. Shawn, then managing editor, gave me a copy of Ross’s notes criticizing my opening. I insisted on keeping that opening. Shawn, who was my editor, published the lede as I had written it.

After I went out to Ketchum, Idaho, to interview Hemingway about Sidney Franklin, I told Bill Shawn about Hemingway’s wonderful way of talking. A couple of years later, when Hemingway wrote to me about his plan to stop in New York en route to Europe, it was Shawn’s idea that I write a piece about the author and limit it to his few days in New York, which I did. When it was published, I was shocked to find that a number of readers considered it highly critical. These people felt that in describing Hemingway accurately I was ridiculing or attacking him. But I liked Hemingway exactly as he was, and I’m happy that my profile caught him exactly as he was.

I have thought often, since the Profile was published, about Hemingway’s generosity as a writer. He was positively encouraging toward the young Salinger. Jerry gave me a copy of a letter that Hemingway wrote to him during World War II, responding to three early stories he’d sent him. Hemingway wrote that all three stories were “excellent.” “You are a damn good writer,” he said. “And I will look forward to reading everything you write. You have a marvelous ear and you write tenderly and lovingly without writing wet. Your stuff is straight and good and fine.”

Salinger later sent me a note about the Hemingway Profile:

I was riding in a car with someone who thought your Hemingway Profile merciless. I had the pleasure of arguing him down. It was a true and properly sad Profile, and the only thing merciless about it was reality itself.

Working in Hollywood, I developed friendships, cursory for the most part. But my experience with the director John Huston was different. It lasted. In 1950, Huston invited me to come and watch him work on his movie adaptation of Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage. I started the reporting, and I realized that Huston and three other men closely involved in the making of the film were amazingly like fictional characters. I then wrote to Shawn (my letter is in the New Yorker archives in the New York Public Library) and asked, Why couldn’t I write about the making of the movie in the form of a novel? He consulted with Ross, and they gave me a quick go-ahead. The resulting pieces were published consecutively over six weeks. When the stories appeared in book form as Picture (1952, and still in print), Hemingway wrote a blurb calling it “much better than most novels.”

Over the decades, I’ve often kept in touch with my subjects, some of whom became genuine friends. So it has been easy to go back to them, years later, and write new stories about what they were currently working on. Robin Williams, Tommy Lee Jones, Al Pacino, Norman Mailer, Edward Albee, Harold Pinter, François Truffaut are all people whom I’ve revisited in print. Sometimes I write stories about various members of an extended family: in addition to writing about John Huston several times, I’ve reported on his daughter Anjelica and his son Tony. Michael Redgrave was the first of three generations of Redgraves I’ve written about. I went on to write about Tony Richardson, Vanessa Redgrave, Rachel Kempson, and Natasha Richardson. I have written about both Henry and Jane Fonda.

It’s always uplifting to get responses from the people I write about. Perhaps the most unexpected reaction came from someone on the Beatles management team, in a telephone call from London, in 1967. I had written a Talk story about their album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The album represented a new concept in rock-and-roll music, and my piece was a kind of instructive essay. One of the people quoted at length is a “Mr. LeFevre”—a pseudonym for William Shawn, who was an enthusiastic fan of the Beatles. The person who called on the phone said it was so exciting for all of them to read, for the first time, words indicating a true understanding of the record’s musical significance.

As an editor, Bill Shawn was in tune with every one of his writers and artists. He would say to us, “Do what you and only you can do.” He always gave specifics. He had a way of making every writer and artist feel that he or she was the most precious one of the lot. He was also an exceptional writer, and he was driven to give his all to others. He actually wrote sections, long and short, for pieces he edited.

The New Yorker, I found, was replete with generous, selfless editors, who, like Shawn, rarely sought public recognition. When Tina Brown took over the New Yorker’s editorship in 1992, she brought a fresh spirit of fun to the magazine, without abandoning its traditional aims. She was not afraid to enter untried areas in both art and writing. Talk of the Town pieces were now signed with the writer’s byline, rather than anonymous. And suddenly the magazine’s vocabulary was freed from Harold Ross’s restrictions, which had been faithfully maintained by Shawn.

David Remnick, the current editor, has steered the magazine on a reliable course, managing to maintain its charm, wit, grit, and success in an ever-changing technological, commercial, and political landscape. Remnick has opened the magazine to a dazzling array of new writers who defy (as well as encompass) all the new electronic challenges to the will to write. I strongly believe that words, good writing, can never be replaced by any kind of mechanics no matter how brilliant or innovative. There simply is no substitute for the written word of a human being.

I have always been grateful for the complete freedom I’ve enjoyed to have my little say about what I have found going on in our time. It is a privilege to write about whatever I choose and to get to know anybody I am interested in. I choose my subjects carefully. I am not interested in sensational revelations. I always want to find the special nature of each human being.

Recently, a young employee at The New Yorker asked me what I would do if someone I was reporting about denied me access or necessary information. My answer was easy to give. I have never wanted to write about anybody who did not want to be written about. And I never wished to go where I wasn’t wanted. It doesn’t matter how little or how much has been written about a person before. I always find what I want to say. Besides writing only about those who want to be written about, I have a few other basic rules: Write only what can be observed, what I see and hear and never what the subject might be “thinking.” My point of view is always implicit in how I write the story. What interests me in the people I choose to write about is their talent. I always look for their individual ways of revealing it; those elements are what make for a “story.” The challenge to me is to find it.

Another of my rules: Do not use a tape recorder. I have found that literal gabble often misleads and obscures truth. I prefer to take notes and to trust my own ear for dialogue in revealing character and humor, and I use it whenever possible in creating my little scenes. Bill Shawn immediately understood the way I wanted to write about living characters: Use what you see to present truth, and do it scrupulously. Now, years later—especially with all the “reality” this and “reality” that out there—I can say that this approach has never failed me. The compliment I always most enjoy hearing from readers is “You make me feel that I am right there.” Words transcribed from a tape recorder or things you see on so-called reality television may be some version of reality, but they can also be a distortion of the truth.

I love reporting. I especially love writing Talk of the Town stories, what Bill Shawn called his “little gems.” I find delight in those written by my colleagues, especially the new young writers. I am most appreciative of praise from my colleagues. In my experience, the better and more talented the writer or editor, the more generous and helpful he or she is with others. As a new employee at The New Yorker during World War II, I was privileged to have had help and positive feedback from Joe Mitchell, Wolcott Gibbs, James Thurber, Joe Liebling, Geoffrey Hellman, Brendan Gill, Philip Hamburger, and John McCarten. And when the battalions of fresh young writers come along, I am always grateful to hear from them. There are so many young super talents now at the magazine, it is impossible to name them all. I began to notice the profusion of them with the arrival, in the 1960s, of Ian Frazier, Mark Singer, Hendrik Hertzberg, and Calvin Trillin; and then, when Tina Brown became editor, in 1992, with the arrival of the special Anthony Lane and John Lahr, and the remarkable Rebecca Mead (I still carry around in my head a Talk piece she wrote about the actor Kenneth Branagh in a Village bookstore). I am steadily amazed to find in the magazine a constant flow of impressive writing by fresh people—Evan Osnos, Jon Lee Anderson, Ryan Lizza, Richard Brody, Dexter Filkins—and reassured when the name Roger Angell turns up. And the phenomenal Jill Lepore boggles the mind so regularly that we almost take her for granted. Lately I am haunted by the work of Emma Allen, Elizabeth Widdicombe, Nick Paumgarten, Lauren Collins, Ben McGrath, and Dana Goodyear, all of them scribbling in The New Yorker’s happy tradition for Susan Morrison. Reading what they give is for me sheer fun.

Hemingway and Salinger will always be heroes to me, because both had the strength to hold on to themselves. As a fiction writer, Salinger created people he could love. “That little boy,” he would say about Holden Caulfield. “I owe so much to him. He made it possible for me to have my freedom to do what I love.” I owe so much to those two writers, who taught me, by example, how to hold on to myself. More than ever, I respect them for their courage to have been like no one else on earth. And what they had in common was deepest innocence.
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Lillian and Robin Williams, shortly after the release of Good Morning, Vietnam, 1987.





Young and Happy

(Julie Andrews)

One of the great moments in the theatre is supposed to be when a shining-eyed young actress first sees her name on a marquee. That great moment actually arrives every now and then, and we’re glad to say that we were on hand when it arrived last week. The girl was Julie Andrews, the nineteen-year-old English ingénue who plays the lead in The Boy Friend, and she is the only member of either the local company or the company in London, where the original version of the musical comedy is still running, to be so honored. We met the pretty creature at her hotel in midtown, where she shares a two-room apartment with Miss Dilys Lay, also of The Boy Friend, and three stuffed poodles. Miss Andrews is a tallish girl with a gentle voice, large blue-gray eyes, and brown hair, which she parts in the middle. On the occasion of our visit, she was wearing a red cardigan, a blue skirt, and high-heeled blue sandals. “Do sit down!” she exclaimed, sweeping a box of Chinese checkers from a couch. “I was just mailing some photographs of myself in the show to Mother. She hasn’t seen me in it and wants to know how I look. There’s a chance she may come over after the first of the year and I’ll be so happy if she does. I do hope I’ve put enough stamps on the envelope. I’m terribly homesick. Not that I don’t love New York, but one does get homesick. Would you like a cup of tea?”

We were aware that JULIE ANDREWS had just that day been affixed to the marquee outside the Royale Theatre, and we asked the owner of the name if, since it was getting on toward time for the evening performance, we might skip tea and escort her to the theatre, to which she replied that we might indeed. “Still, it is a comfort to have this little flat to drink tea in, isn’t it?” she said. “And to sit in on Sundays and watch the television? Dilys and I share a dressing room at the theatre, too. We share almost everything. Each of us has a dog at home, whom we miss dreadfully. Mine is a Welsh corgi, the sort the Queen has. No tails, you know, and sweet little faces and tiny little bodies. Such lovely dogs! I was thinking of getting one here, but then I realized how stupid it would be to try and keep a dog in a flat in New York. Dilys gave me that stuffed white poodle over there, instead—as a present on my birthday, which was the day after the show opened. It was a marvelous birthday; except for the fact that I wasn’t home, I think it was the best I’ve ever had or am ever likely to have.”

Home to Miss Andrews is Walton-on-Thames, a small town eighteen miles south of London. “My pop used to be in show business with Mummy,” she said. “His name is Ted Andrews and he has such a lovely voice. He used to sing ballads like ‘Love, Could I Only Tell Thee How Dear Thou Art to Me.’ It’s a beautiful number, and I’d rather listen to it than anything. Mummy always wanted to be just Mummy, so Pop gave up show business. Now he has a nine-to-five job, and a very good one it is. I have three brothers, John, Donald, and Christopher, all younger than I am. If you’ve seen the show, you’ve heard me whistle. I say that if you can’t whistle in a house that has three boys in it, you’re simply no good. Perhaps we’d better be off.” Miss Andrews sang a few bars of “Love, Could I Only Tell Thee” in a melting soprano as she put on her coat, then announced proudly that she had been practicing scales for a solid hour. “My voice really needed it,” she said. “It was so stale. I had such a good practice. I feel very righteous.”

En route to the theatre, Miss Andrews told us that her father started giving her voice lessons when she was seven. At the same time, she began attending a ballet school. When she was twelve, she embarked on a career in the music halls. “This is my first musical comedy,” she said. “I’m more of a singer than an actress. I had to learn a wholly new way of acting for this show. My own style is rather quiet. I’m the only girl in the show who wears a wig, and nobody recognizes me without it when I leave the theatre. We’re having a terribly good time, The Boy Friend company. We’re all so young and happy. I didn’t need to be especially thrilled when they told me the other day that they were going to give me featured billing. I think it would be being a bit of a big shot, don’t you, to actually look at my name up there? Not that anyone would recognize me without my wig, but—” Our taxi pulled up just short of the theatre, and we got out. For a moment, Miss Andrews kept her face turned away from the theatre, then we heard her whisper, “Ah, there it is!” Over her head the marquee proclaimed:

THE

BOY FRIEND

SMASH HIT MUSICAL COMEDY

WITH JULIE ANDREWS

And, sure enough, her eyes were shining.

(NOVEMBER 11, 1954)



Come In, Lassie!

Hollywood is baffled by the question of what the Committee on Un-American Activities wants from it. People here are wondering, with some dismay and anxiety, what kind of strange, brooding alienism the Committee is trying to eliminate from their midst and, in fact, whether it was ever here. They are waiting hopefully for Chairman J. Parnell Thomas, or Congress, or God, to tell them. They have been waiting in vain ever since last November, when eight writers, a producer, and a director—often collectively referred to these days as “the ten writers”—were blacklisted by the studios because they had been charged with contempt of Congress for refusing to tell the Thomas Committee what political party, if any, they belong to. In the meantime, business, bad as it is, goes on. The place is more nervous than usual, but it is doing the same old simple things in the same old simple ways.

The simplicities of life in Hollywood are not, of course, like those anywhere else. This is still a special area where all the lakes in the countryside are labeled either For Sale or Not for Sale, and where guests at parties are chosen from lists based on their weekly income brackets—low ($200–$500), middle ($500–$1,250), and upper ($1,250–$20,000). During the last few months, party guests have tended to be politically self-conscious, whatever their brackets, but this is not especially embarrassing in Hollywood, where it is possible to take an impregnable position on both sides of any controversy.

The political self-consciousness at parties is, on the whole, rather cheerful. “I never cut anybody before this,” one actress remarked happily to me. “Now I don’t go anywhere without cutting at least half a dozen former friends.” At some parties, the bracketed guests break up into subgroups, each eyeing the others with rather friendly suspicion and discussing who was or was not a guest at the White House when Roosevelt was president—one of the few criteria people in the film industry have set up for judging whether a person is or is not a Communist—and how to avoid becoming a Communist. Some of the stars were investigated several years ago, when the Un-American Activities Committee was headed by Martin Dies, and the advice and point of view of these veterans are greatly sought after. One actor who is especially in demand at social gatherings is Fredric March, who suddenly discovered, when called to account by Mr. Dies, that he was a Communist because he had given an ambulance to Loyalist Spain. Dies rebuked him, and it then turned out that Mr. March had also given an ambulance to Finland when she was at war with Russia. “I was just a big ambulance-giver,” Mr. March said to his subgroup at a recent party, loudly enough for other subgroups to hear. “That’s what I told Dies. ‘I just like to give ambulances,’ I told him, and he said, ‘Well, then, Mr. March, before you give any more ambulances away, you go out and consult your local Chamber of Commerce or the American Legion, and they’ll tell you whether it’s all right.’ ”

Some groups play it safe at parties by refusing to engage in any conversation at all. They just sit on the floor and listen to anyone who goes by with a late rumor. There are all sorts of rumors in Hollywood right now. One late rumor is that the newest black-market commodity in town is the labor of the ten writers, who are reported to be secretly turning out scripts for all the major studios. Another is that one producer is founding a film company and will have all ten of the blacklisted men on his staff. Rumors that the FBI is going to take over casting operations at the studios are discounted by those who have lived in Hollywood for more than fifteen years. The casting director at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, a fidgety, cynical, sharply dressed, red-cheeked man named Billy Grady, Sr., who has worked in Hollywood for nearly twenty years, thinks that it would serve J. Edgar Hoover right if the casting of actors were handed over to the FBI. “Hoover thinks he’s got worries!” Grady shouted at me in a Hollywood restaurant. “What does a G-man do? A G-man sends guys to Alcatraz! Ha! I’d like to see a G-man find a script about Abraham Lincoln’s doctor in which we could work in a part for Lassie. What do you find inside of Alcatraz? Picture stars? Directors? Cameramen? No! The goddamn place is full of doctors, lawyers, and politicians. This is the fourth-biggest industry in the country, and only three men in this industry ever went to jail. There are fifty thousand people in this industry, and all they want is the right to take up hobbies. Spencer Tracy takes up painting. Clark Gable takes up Idaho. Dalton Trumbo, who got the sack, takes up deep thinking. Take away their hobbies and they’re unhappy. When they’re unhappy, I’m unhappy. For God’s sake, Tracy doesn’t paint when he’s acting. Gable doesn’t shoot ducks. Trumbo doesn’t think when he’s writing for pictures. I say let them keep their goddamn hobbies. They’re all a bunch of capitalists anyway.”

Almost the only motion-picture star who is taking conditions in his stride is Lassie, a reddish-haired male collie, who is probably too mixed up emotionally over being called by a girl’s name to worry about the box office. Lassie is working more steadily, not only in films but on the radio, than anyone else in Hollywood. He is a star at M-G-M, the leading studio in Hollywood, which is fondly referred to out here as the Rock of Gibraltar. Visitors there are politely and desperately requested not to discuss politics or any other controversial matters with anyone on the lot. Louis B. Mayer, production chief of M-G-M, recently took personal command of the making of all pictures, of the purchase of all scripts, and of the writing of all scripts and commissary menus. The luncheon menu starts off with the announcement that meat will not be served on Tuesdays. “President Truman has appealed to Americans to conserve food, an appeal all of us will gladly heed, of course,” it says. Patrons are politely and desperately encouraged to eat apple pancakes or broiled sweetbreads for lunch. Lassie eats apple pancakes for lunch. Visitors are politely and desperately introduced to Lassie, who ignores them. “We’d be in a hole if we didn’t have Lassie,” I heard an M-G-M man say. “We like Lassie. We’re sure of Lassie. Lassie can’t go out and embarrass the studio. Katharine Hepburn goes out and makes a speech for Henry Wallace. Bang! We’re in trouble. Lassie doesn’t make speeches. Not Lassie, thank God.” At the moment, Lassie is making a picture with Edmund Gwenn about a country doctor in Scotland. Originally, the script called for a country doctor in Scotland who hated dogs, but a part has been written in for Lassie, the plot has been changed, and the picture is to be called Master of Lassie. “It will help at the box office,” Lassie’s director says. Only three other pictures are in production at M-G-M, the biggest of them being a musical comedy called Easter Parade, starring Fred Astaire and having to do with Easter on Fifth Avenue at the beginning of the century. One of Lassie’s many champions at M-G-M told me that he had favored writing in a part for Lassie in Easter Parade but that he had dropped the idea. “I couldn’t find a good Lassie angle,” he explained.

An exceedingly active Hollywood agent, a woman, claims that since the start of the Congressional investigation the studios have been calling for light domestic comedies and have been turning down scripts with serious themes. “You might say the popular phrase out here now is ‘Nothing on the downbeat,’ ” she said. “Up until a few months ago, it was ‘Nothing sordid.’ ” The difference between “Nothing sordid” and “Nothing on the downbeat,” she explained, is like the difference between light domestic comedy and lighter domestic comedy. After the investigation got under way, the industry called in Dr. George Gallup to take a public poll for the studios. Dr. Gallup has now submitted figures showing that seventy-one percent of the nation’s moviegoers have heard of the Congressional investigation, and that of this number fifty-one percent think that it was a good idea, twenty-seven percent think not, and twenty-two percent have no opinion. Three percent of the fifty-one percent approving of the investigation feel that Hollywood is overrun with Communism. The studio executives are now preparing a campaign to convince this splinter three percent, and the almost-as-bothersome ninety-seven percent of the fifty-one percent, that there is not Communism in the industry. There is some disagreement about whether the industry should tackle the unopinionated twenty-two percent or leave it alone.

In the midst of the current preoccupation with public opinion, many stars are afraid that the public may have got a very wrong impression about them because of having seen them portray, say, a legendary hero who stole from the rich to give to the poor, or an honest, crusading district attorney, or a lonely, poetic, antisocial gangster. “We’ve got to resolve any conflicts between what we are and what the public has been led to believe we are,” one actor told me. “We can’t afford to have people think we’re a bunch of strong men or crusaders.” At the Warner Brothers studio, some time ago, I accepted a publicity representative’s invitation to watch the shooting of a scene in Don Juan, a Technicolor reworking of the Don Juan made in 1926 with John Barrymore. Filming of the production has since been called off, owing to the illness of the star, Errol Flynn, but he was still in good health the day I was there. “I want you to meet Errol,” said the publicity representative. “Just don’t discuss anything serious with him—politics, I mean.” Being a publicity man out here seems to have taken on some of the aspects of a lawyer’s and an intelligence agent’s duties and responsibilities. Studio visitors who are suspected of having ways of communicating with the public are always accompanied by a publicity man, or even two publicity men. The present-day importance of the publicity man is indicated by the fact that a member of the trade at M-G-M now occupies the office of the late Irving Thalberg, Thalberg still being to Hollywood what Peter the Great still is to Russia. I asked Flynn, who stood glittering in royal-blue tights and jerkin, golden boots, and a golden sword, how his version of Don Juan compared with Barrymore’s. “That’s like comparing two grades of cheese,” he said moodily. “The older is probably the better. But I’m trying to make my Don Juan as human as possible. Jack’s was a tough Don Juan. Mine is human. The script calls for one of the Spanish nobles to tell me that Spain is going to war. ‘You’re not afraid?’ he asks me. ‘Yes, I am afraid!’ I reply. I added that line to the script myself. I don’t want to be heroic. This picture is definitely nonsubversive.”

Some producers express the interesting point of view that there are no Communistic pictures, that there are only good pictures and bad pictures, and that most bad pictures are bad because writers write bad stories. “Writers don’t apply themselves,” I was informed by Jerry Wald, a thirty-six-year-old Warner Brothers producer, customarily described as a dynamo, who boasts that he makes twelve times as many pictures as the average producer in Hollywood. “Anatole France never sat down and said, ‘Now, what did a guy write last year that I can copy this year?’ ” Wald assured me. “The trouble with pictures is they’re cold. Pictures got to have emotion. You get emotion by doing stories on the temper of the times.” The Congressional investigation, he said, would have no effect on his plans for this year’s pictures on the temper of the times. These will include one on good government (with Ronald Reagan), another about underpaid schoolteachers (with Joan Crawford), and an adaptation and modernization of Maxwell Anderson’s Key Largo (with Humphrey Bogart, Lauren Bacall, Edward G. Robinson, and Lionel Barrymore). “Bogart plays an ejected liberal,” Wald said, “a disillusioned soldier who says nothing is worth fighting for, until he learns there’s a point where every guy must fight against evil.” Bogart, who two or three months before had announced that his trip to Washington to protest against the methods of the Thomas Committee hearings had been a mistake, was very eager, Wald said, to play the part of an ejected liberal.

At Wald’s suggestion, I had lunch one day with several members of the Key Largo cast, its director, John Huston, and a publicity representative at the Lakeside Golf Club, a favorite buffet-style eating place of stars on the nearby Warner lot. The actors were in a gay mood. They had just finished rehearsing a scene (one of the new economics at Warner is to have a week of rehearsals before starting to film a picture) in which Bogart is taunted by Robinson, a gangster representing evil, for his cowardice, but is comforted by the gangster’s moll, who tells Bogart, “Never mind. It’s better to be a live coward than a dead hero.” Bogart had not yet reached the point where a guy learns he must fight against evil. Huston was feeling particularly good, because he had just won a battle with the studio to keep in the film some lines from Franklin Roosevelt’s message to the Seventy-Seventh Congress on January 6, 1942: “But we of the United Nations are not making all this sacrifice of human effort and human lives to return to the kind of world we had after the last world war.”

“The big shots wanted Bogie to say this in his own words,” Huston explained, “but I insisted that Roosevelt’s words were better.”

Bogart nodded. “Roosevelt was a good politician,” he said. “He could handle those babies in Washington, but they’re too smart for guys like me. Hell, I’m no politician. That’s what I meant when I said our Washington trip was a mistake.”

“Bogie has succeeded in not being a politician,” said Huston, who went to Washington with him. “Bogie owns a fifty-four-foot yawl. When you own a fifty-four-foot yawl, you’ve got to provide for her upkeep.”

“The Great Chief died and everybody’s guts died with him,” Robinson said, looking stern.

“How would you like to see your picture on the front page of the Communist paper of Italy?” asked Bogart.

“Nyah,” Robinson said, sneering.

“The Daily Worker runs Bogie’s picture and right away he’s a dangerous Communist,” said Miss Bacall. “What will happen if the American Legion and the Legion of Decency boycott all his pictures?”

“It’s just that my picture in the Daily Worker offends me, Baby,” said Bogart.

“Nyah,” said Robinson.

“Let’s eat,” said Huston.

A few weeks ago, many people in Hollywood received through the mails a booklet called Screen Guide for Americans, published by the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals and containing a list of dos and don’ts. “This is the raw iron from which a new curtain around Hollywood will be fashioned,” one man assured me solemnly. “This is the first step—not to fire people, not to get publicity, not to clean Communism out of motion pictures but to rigidly control all the contents of all pictures for right-wing political purposes.” The Motion Picture Association of America has not yet publicly adopted the Screen Guide for Americans in place of its own A Code to Govern the Making of Motion and Talking Pictures, which advances such tenets as “The just rights, history, and feelings of any nation are entitled to consideration and respectful treatment” and “The treatment of bedrooms must be governed by good taste and delicacy.” Although it is by no means certain that the industry has got around to following these old rules, either to the letter or in the spirit, there is a suspicion that it may have already begun at least to paraphrase some of the Screen Guide’s pronouncements, which appear under such headings as “Don’t Smear the Free Enterprise System,” “Don’t Deify the ‘Common Man,’ ” “Don’t Glorify the Collective,” “Don’t Glorify Failure,” “Don’t Smear Success,” and “Don’t Smear Industrialists.” “All too often, industrialists, bankers, and businessmen are presented on the screen as villains, crooks, chiselers, or exploiters,” the Guide observes. “It is the moral (no, not just political but moral) duty of every decent man in the motion picture industry to throw into the ashcan, where it belongs, every story that smears industrialists as such.” Another admonition reads, “Don’t give to your characters—as a sign of villainy, as a damning characteristic—a desire to make money.” And another, “Don’t permit any disparagement or defamation of personal success. It is the Communists’ intention to make people think that personal success is somehow achieved at the expense of others and that every successful man has hurt somebody by becoming successful.” The booklet warns, “Don’t tell people that man is a helpless, twisted, drooling, sniveling, neurotic weakling. Show the world an American kind of man, for a change.” The Guide instructs people in the industry, “Don’t let yourself be fooled when the Reds tell you what they want to destroy are men like Hitler and Mussolini. What they want to destroy are men like Shakespeare, Chopin, and Edison.” Still another of the don’ts says, “Don’t ever use any lines about ‘the common man’ or ‘the little people.’ It is not the American idea to be either ‘common’ or ‘little.’ ” This despite the fact that Eric Johnston [head of the MPAA and former president of the Chamber of Commerce], testifying before the Thomas Committee, said, “Most of us in America are just little people, and loose charges can hurt little people.” And one powerful man here has said to me, “We’re not going to pay any attention to the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals. We like to talk about ‘the little people’ in this business.”

I was given a copy of Screen Guide for Americans by Mrs. Lela Rogers, one of the founders of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals. Mrs. Rogers, the mother of Ginger, is a pretty, blond-haired lady with a vibrant, birdlike manner. Mrs. Rogers is also writing screenplays. I wanted to know if she was following the dos and don’ts of the Screen Guide for Americans. “You just bet I am,” she said. “My friend Ayn Rand wrote it, and sticking to it is easy as pie. I’ve just finished a shooting script about a man who learns how to live after he is dead.”

Other people in the industry admit that they are following the Guide in scripts about the living. One man who is doing that assured me that he nevertheless doesn’t need it, that it offers him nothing he didn’t already know. “This is new only to the youngsters out here,” he said. “They haven’t had their profound intentions knocked out of them yet, or else they’re still earning under five hundred a week. As soon as you become adjusted in this business, you don’t need the Screen Guide to tell you what to do.” A studio executive in charge of reading scripts believes that Hollywood has a new kind of self-censorship. “It’s automatic, like shifting gears,” he explained. “I now read scripts through the eyes of the DAR, whereas formerly I read them through the eyes of my boss. Why, I suddenly find myself beating my breast and proclaiming my patriotism and exclaiming that I love my wife and kids, of which I have four, with a fifth on the way. I’m all loused up. I’m scared to death, and nobody can tell me it isn’t because I’m afraid of being investigated.”

William Wyler, who directed the Academy Award picture The Best Years of Our Lives, told me he is convinced that he could not make that picture today and that Hollywood will produce no more films like The Grapes of Wrath and Crossfire. “In a few months, we won’t be able to have a heavy who is an American,” he said. The scarcity of roles for villains has become a serious problem, particularly at studios specializing in Western pictures, where writers are being harried for not thinking up any new ones. “Can I help it if we’re running out of villains?” a writer at one of these studios asked me. “For years I’ve been writing scripts about a Boy Scout–type cowboy in love with a girl. Their fortune and happiness are threatened by a banker holding a mortgage over their heads, or by a big landowner, or by a crooked sheriff. Now they tell me that bankers are out. Anyone holding a mortgage is out. Crooked public officials are out. All I’ve got left is a cattle rustler. What the hell am I going to do with a cattle rustler?”

Hollywood’s current hypersensitivity has created problems more subtle than the shortage of heavies. The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, a film about prospecting for gold, was to have begun and ended with the subtitle “Gold, Mister, is worth what it is because of the human labor that goes into the finding and getting of it.” The line is spoken by Walter Huston in the course of the picture. John Huston, who directed it, says that he couldn’t persuade the studio to let the line appear on the screen. “It was all on account of the word labor,” he told me. “That word looks dangerous in print, I guess.” He paused, then added thoughtfully, “You can sneak it onto the sound track now and then, though.” At a preview, in Hartford, Connecticut, of Arch of Triumph, attended by its director, Lewis Milestone, and by Charles Einfield, president of Enterprise Productions, which brought it out, the manager of the theatre asked Einfield whether it was necessary to use the word refugees so often in the picture. “All the way back to New York,” says Milestone, “Charlie kept muttering, ‘Maybe we mention the word refugees too many times?’ ‘But the picture is about refugees,’ I told him. ‘What can we do now? Make a new picture?’ ”

Jack L. Warner, busiest of the Brothers, is genially inclined to bolster up the courage of those who are ready to throw in the towel. “Don’t worry!” he roars, slapping the backs of the lesser men around him. “Congress can’t last forever!”

Most producers stick firmly to the line that there is no Communism whatever in the industry and that there are no Communistic pictures. “We’re going to make any kind of pictures we like, and nobody is going to tell us what to do,” I was informed by Dore Schary, the RKO vice president and winner of the Golden Slipper Square Club’s Humanitarian Award. In sixteen years, Schary pioneered from a $100-a-week job as a junior writer to his present position, which brings him around $500,000 a year. When he testified before the Thomas Committee, he said that RKO would hire anyone it chose, solely on the basis of his talent, who had not been proved to be subversive. The RKO Board of Directors met soon afterward and voted not to hire any known Communists. Schary then voted, like the other producers, to blacklist the ten men because they had been cited for contempt. He is talked about a good deal in Hollywood. Many of his colleagues are frequently critical of the course he has taken, and yet they understand why he has done what he’s done. “I was faced with the alternative of supporting the stand taken by my company or of quitting my job,” Schary told me. “I don’t believe you should quit under fire. Anyway, I like making pictures. I want to stay in the industry. I like it.” Schary is one of the few Hollywood executives who will talk to visitors without having a publicity man sit in on the conversation. “The great issue would have been joined if the ten men had only stood up and said whether or not they were Communists,” he continued. “That’s all they had to do. As it is, ten men have been hurt and nobody can be happy. We haven’t done any work in weeks. Now is the time for all of us to go back to the business of making pictures, good pictures, in favor of anything we please.” I asked Schary what he was planning to make this year. “I will assemble a list,” he said. He assembled the following out of his memory, and I wrote them down: Honored Glory (in favor of honoring nine unknown soldiers), Weep No More (in favor of law and order), Evening in Modesto (also in favor of law and order), The Boy with Green Hair (in favor of peace), Education of a Heart (in favor of professional football), Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House (in favor of Cary Grant), The Captain Was a Lady (in favor of Yankee clipper ships), Baltimore Escapade (in favor of a Protestant minister and his family having fun).

“Committee or no Committee,” Schary said, “we’re going to make all these pictures exactly the way we made pictures before.”

(FEBRUARY 21, 1948)



Sgt. Pepper

Meet the Beatles, the first (January 1964) record album in the United States of John, Paul, George, and Ringo, has sold five million three hundred thousand copies to date. Pictures of the faces of John, Paul, George, and Ringo appeared on its cover. The songs “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” “I Saw Her Standing There,” and “All My Loving,” among others, were featured. Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, the thirteenth and latest (June 1967) album of John, Paul, George, and Ringo, came out the week before last and has sold twelve hundred thousand copies to date, with ninety-five thousand more in back orders. On the cover, John, Paul, George, and Ringo are pictured, wearing old-timey satin-and-braid brass-band costumes, in the company of the faces of—to name just a few—Shirley Temple, H. G. Wells, Marilyn Monroe, Karl Marx, Lenny Bruce, Edgar Allan Poe, Lawrence of Arabia, Marlene Dietrich, Johnny Weissmuller, Dion, Carl Jung, Mae West, Fred Astaire, Tom Mix, W. C. Fields, Laurel and Hardy, Karlheinz Stockhausen, Bob Dylan, Oscar Wilde, and Madame Tussaud’s wax figures of John, Paul, George, and Ringo. On this record, the Beatles (with Paul singing most of the solos) create the effect of a live show, starting with a number about “Sgt. Pepper” and going on, with no more than momentary interruptions, to numbers called, among others, “A Little Help from My Friends,” “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” “Fixing a Hole,” “She’s Leaving Home,” “When I’m Sixty-Four,” “Lovely Rita,” and “A Day in the Life.” (The other Beatles albums: No. 2, The Beatles’ Second Album, was brought out in April 1964. No. 3, Something New, was brought out in July 1964. No. 4, A Hard Day’s Night, September 1964. No. 5, The Beatles’ Story, November 1964. No. 6, Beatles ’65, December 1964. No. 7, The Early Beatles, March 1965. No. 8, Beatles VI, June 1965. No. 9, Help!, the sound track of the movie of that name, August 1965. No. 10, Rubber Soul, December 1965. No. 11, Yesterday and Today, June 1966. No. 12, Revolver, August 1966.)

About a year ago, the screams of the Beatles’ teenage fans abated somewhat, and other voices began to be heard, saying that the Beatles were “going too far,” or were “burned out,” or were “getting too serious,” or weren’t “funny anymore.” Now Sgt. Pepper is out, and it’s a huge success, and we’ve been talking to some record people about it. “We were the first to play it on the air,” a WMCA disc jockey named Joe O’Brien told us. “We played ‘A Day in the Life’ on April eighteenth, six weeks before the album came out. This to me is the first album that’s ever been made by a popular group. All others, including all other Beatles albums, are a collection of singles. This one is a forty-minute-long single.”

“How did the listeners react?” we asked.

“Not much,” O’Brien said. “They’re unprepared. Just as people were unprepared for Picasso. That’s because this album is not a teenage album. It’s a terribly intellectual album. My youngest son is a freshman at Yale. He tells me that the day the album was issued, the entire student body of Yale went out and bought it. Exactly the same thing happened at Harvard. The college students are now the hard-core Beatles fans. This album is really a cantata. Teenagers don’t want that.”

“Proof positive of their musical maturity,” was Murray the K’s pronouncement to us. “The Beatles had the guts to go ahead and do something different from anything they’ve ever done before. There are very few commercial songs in this one, but it’s a giant step forward. I’ve been playing the whole album, nonstop, on my show. I don’t have to worry. My listeners are in the eighteen-to-twenty-five age group.”

We went over to Sam Goody’s West Forty-Ninth Street record shop, and there we ran into a couple of young men who were picking up the album. “It’s like a show!” a tieless, shoeless guitar carrier named Richard Mellerton told us. “It stones you.” We elicited a more detailed response from a dark-suited young man wearing gold-rimmed spectacles, who told us he was an English lit major at CCNY and is now a summer busboy at the Hotel Penn Garden Coffee House. The student, John Van Aalst, told us, “I’m really more interested in classical music, but this Beatles record goes beyond the sound of the record. It’s technically interesting and imaginative. This is no longer computerized rock ’n’ roll. This may have grown out of the hoodlum rock ’n’ roll of the fifties, but it’s an attempt to create music with meaning. It goes beyond making you feel good, although it does do that. It has aesthetic appeal. It conforms more to my conception of art.”

One of Goody’s staff men watched the parade of Beatles buyers with a friendly eye. The record, he told us, was big, very big, at Goody’s. “We’ve sold thousands,” he said. “It’s selling like the first Horowitz Carnegie Hall return concert.”

Up at the Colony Record Center, on Broadway at Fifty-Second Street, we came across a spirited, professorial-looking man named Lawrence LeFevre [actually William Shawn, but we decided to make him anonymous], who was plucking the Beatles’ new record from a bin that contained the works of the Jefferson Airplane, the Blues Project, the Mamas and the Papas, and the Lovin’ Spoonful. Mr. LeFevre gave us a little lecture: “This is really a coming of age for the Beatles,” he said. “In musical substance, Sgt. Pepper is a much bigger advance than Revolver, and Revolver was a tremendous advance, if you recall. There are many musical structures here that are both new and extremely interesting, as well as new combinations of rhythms, new chord progressions, new instrumentations, and a continuation of the great fresh flow of melody. The Beatles, as you know, have drawn upon everything musical that has been done in the past, including Romantic, baroque, liturgical, and all the popular genres of music, including blues, jazz, the English music hall, English folk, and, of course, rock ’n’ roll. Many people have pointed out how eclectic the Beatles are. They’ve drawn on everything. But now this is Beatles music. Hundreds of people are imitating what they do, but no one even gets close. This record is a musical event, comparable to a notable new opera or symphonic work. However, there is more going on musically in this one record than has gone on lately almost anywhere else. ‘A Day in the Life’ is not only the most ambitious thing they ever wrote but possibly the best piece of music they’ve done up to now. One can’t say just what it is—it fits into no category—but it’s a complex and powerful number. Another number, ‘When I’m Sixty-Four,’ has so much charm and taste. It’s a parody, but, like the best parody, it is written with affection, and it has an excellence in its own right, independent of its value as parody. And ‘Fixing a Hole’ is right up there with the Beatles’ nicest. The Beatles write to please themselves. Unlike many artists now, who get their kicks out of offending the public, they’re having a great time with the stuff itself. It has enormous cheerfulness, along with the sadness that keeps turning up. It’s buoyant. This album is a whole world created by the Beatles. It’s a musical comedy. It’s a film. Only, it’s a record. There’s no individual number that’s as downright lovely as, say, ‘Michelle’ or ‘Here, There, and Everywhere,’ but you have to look at this album as an entity, and as such it has considerable beauty. Of course, you can’t talk about the Beatles without mentioning the transcendent Duke Ellington. Just as he has never fit into the jazz scheme of things, the Beatles don’t fit into the rock-’n’-roll scheme. They are off by themselves, doing their own thing, just as Ellington always has been. Like Ellington, they’re unclassifiable musicians. And, again like Ellington, they are working in that special territory where entertainment slips over into art. I might add that in this record there isn’t anything that is manufactured or contrived or synthetic. All of it is spontaneous, inspired music. There’s a wry kind of sweetness in several of the numbers, some of which has to do with McCartney’s—excuse me, I mean Paul’s—way of singing. You never feel that the Beatles are writing themselves out. They have a lot in reserve. This is just a beginning for them. The high point of the high point for me is the delicate way, in ‘A Day in the Life,’ Lennon—John—sings the words ‘oh boy.’ Let me add one last thing. The Beatles have done more to brighten up the world in recent years than almost anything else in the arts.”

(JUNE 24, 1967)



Workouts

(Robin Williams)

During the past decade, Robin Williams, the thirty-four-year-old comic actor, who seems to connect with his audiences on some wild, deep level and to make them laugh in a special way, at once loud, true, and happy, has been featured in two television programs (Mork & Mindy and the 1977 revival of Laugh-In), six movies (Popeye, The World According to Garp, The Survivors, Moscow on the Hudson, The Best of Times, and the forthcoming Club Paradise), two concert performances on videocassette, and two record albums (Reality . . . What a Concept and Throbbing Python of Love). One kind of performing, however, Williams has been doing nonstop—before, during, and since his television, movie, concert, and recording activities—and that is working out, in unannounced appearances, in small, late-night comedy clubs: in the Comedy Store, in Los Angeles; in Yuk-Yuk’s, in Toronto; in the Second City, in Chicago; in the Holy City Zoo, in San Francisco; in Catch a Rising Star, in New York; and in others that have become established since the early nineteen seventies in dozens of cities in the United States. Well, before flying west to be an Oscar host extraordinaire, Williams was in New York, helping to organize last week’s Comic Relief cable-television show—a benefit to raise money for the nation’s homeless—and we tagged along with him for a while as he embarked on his midnight-and-after workouts.

When we met Williams, he had been sitting for four hours at the Public Theatre watching Hamlet, and he emerged looking wilted and done in. He is a stocky, mild-seeming man with a rubbery face and body, which we were accustomed to seeing, in performance, go in seconds from Barry Fitzgerald to William F. Buckley, Jr., and on to Jerry Falwell, to Jesse Jackson, to Nadia Comaneci, and to God knows who or what else—always, in his inimitable way, simultaneously sharp and gentle. Now, wearing baggy brown pants tight at the ankles, black hiking boots, and a yellow rain jacket, he was calm and subdued. He expressed admiration for Kevin Kline as Hamlet and for Harriet Harris as Ophelia, noting that both actors were, like him, alumni of the Juilliard Theatre Center. He said that Jeff Weiss, a first-timer in a legitimate production, who had taken the roles of the Ghost, the Player King, and Osric, the unctuous courtier, was impressive. Then, in the taxi heading for Catch a Rising Star (First Avenue near Seventy-Seventh), Williams suddenly, quietly, became, successively, a Yiddish-accented Hamlet lamenting Yorick “buried in treyf”; an insane Hamlet in a mental institution playing all the parts in the play; a Hamlet featuring George Jessel as the Ghost; a Woody Allen Hamlet, sounding exactly like Woody Allen saying “I don’t know whether I should avenge him or honor him”; a Jack Nicholson Hamlet, sounding exactly like Jack Nicholson saying “To be or not to bleeping be . . .”

Then Williams retreated into his own calm, and we spent the rest of the taxi ride having him give us a quick refresher course in his history: born in Chicago, an only child; his father an automobile-company vice president (“He looks like a British Army officer”), who retired and moved the family to Marin County, outside San Francisco; and his mother a “very funny” prankster and cutup, originally from the South, who loves to tell jokes. “I was good in languages and thought I’d go into the Foreign Service, or something like that,” Williams told us. “In high school, I was heavily into cross-country running, which I loved, and wrestling, which gave me a chance to do some damage. I went to one of the Claremont Colleges, where I took courses in political science and economics and failed them. After the first year, I left Claremont and went to the College of Marin, near home, which had an amazing drama department, with teachers who told me about Juilliard. I auditioned for Juilliard, got a full scholarship, and stayed three years, doing Shakespeare and Strindberg. Back home, I started going nightly to a coffeehouse called the Intersection, on Union Street in San Francisco. During the day, I worked in an ice-cream parlor. One night, at the coffeehouse, for no reason at all, I got up and imitated a quarterback high on LSD. It felt great. This was fun. No one was telling me what to do. I liked the freedom.”
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“Lillian Ross is the model for all
narrative journalists. . . . This is a
glorious collection by a master

of the form.” —Susan Orlean








