
[image: Everywhere an Oink Oink: An Embittered, Dyspeptic, and Accurate Report of Forty Years in Hollywood, by David Mamet. With Illustrations by the Author.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Everywhere an Oink Oink: An Embittered, Dyspeptic, and Accurate Report of Forty Years in Hollywood, by David Mamet with Illustrations by the Author. Simon & Schuster. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






This book is dedicated to R. J. Pidgeon.






Mr. Michael Johnson was a man of a large and robust body, and of a strong and active mind; yet, as in the most solid rocks veins of unsound substance are often discovered, there was in him a mixture of that disease, the nature of which eludes the most minute enquiry, though the effects are well known to be a weariness of life, an unconcern about those things which agitate the greater part of mankind, and a general sensation of gloomy wretchedness.

—James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D.








PROLOGUE: FORTY YEARS IN A HAREM

I am willing to think ill of anyone, so I suppose I have an open mind.

It was easy to abominate the liars and fools who were the Producer Coterie of my youth; but in defense not of them but of our Culture, everyone then knew everyone was lying.

The starry-eyed got off the bus and believed or accepted the bushwa until they had been seduced and abandoned, perhaps serially. They then tried to share their wisdom with the new arrivals, to as little avail as reasoning with a lovestruck youth, or a stone.

But with the fall of the Other Shoes, the situation was eventually seen to have been screaming out its clarity:

Producer: “I love you and everything you’ve ever done.”

Aspirant: “Pay my rent.”

Producer: “Lie on the bed and think of England.”

Cheap literature was full of tales of the Gentleman Robber, but the Gentleman Mugger was nowhere a staple of Romance.

It’s an axiom that if each man acted in his Own Best Interest this would be a paradise on earth. But who has ever understood another’s Best Interest as other than that which would (coincidentally) benefit oneself?

The whole profit in the sugarcane is in the last two inches. Those who do not cut it close to the ground will fall to the mercantile wisdom of those who do. The Talented here may stand in for the sugarcane.

The producers shot Judy Garland full of speed, just as the canny restaurant owner, paying rent twenty-four hours a day, keeps the restaurant working through the night. Just like Judy.



We know that culture beats organization every time. In Hollywood there is no organization—it has always been the war of each against all.

Sporadic efforts at organization, here as elsewhere, are only collusion; that is, the momentary association of brigands against their mutual prey. As everywhere, the collusive entity dissolves when one element or individual sees the possibility of usurping the communal gain.

Absent a communal culture, even organized religion, like representative government, devolves into conspiracy against its constituents. But though Hollywood lacks an organization it possesses a culture.

Like that of aviation, it grows from the one immutable fact: in aviation, that on every flight the flyer risks his life; in Hollywood, that everyone is flogging nonsense.

There is little difference in the assumption that the earth is burning or that Mickey Mouse is funny. Those who hold the high ground exhort or extort agreement. In the case of the mouse they do so with that false smile that always indicates duplicity.

Red Skelton was not funny. Neither was Jerry Lewis. He was only funny to the French, who themselves are not funny.

A television comedy with a laugh track need not amuse. And a studio system that owned the theaters didn’t need to entertain. Should it supply the advertised benefit, well and good; but here, as in Boss Tweed’s New York, the bottom line was, “What are you going to do about it?”

The studios consented in 1948 to sell off their theaters. But there is no new thing under the sun; and lo, their progeny now control the production and distribution of “product.”

A product is a commodity intended for sale. Its production is determined by considerations of cost and marketability. Beyond product design and packaging, beauty, even denatured as “artistic integrity,” has no place in industrial thought—and design itself is constrained by cost and guesses about market strategy.

Artistic creation is absolute dedication to beauty—the artist working in Industry is, at best, and of necessity, engaged in Product Design. Conflict between him and the Executives is inevitable; the only variables are its extent and the time of its arrival.



I began my career in Hollywood at the top.

As I was a noted and successful playwright, my entry was a demotion. I was happy in the theater, in New York, knocking it out of the park; but, like all close to the Immigrant Experience, I was always looking to better capitalize my stock and my time.

The first American Jews were peddlers of needles and old clothes; their grandchildren founded the mercantile empires. My stock-in-trade was dramatic writing. It has always seemed to the uninitiated that this consisted in writing dialogue. But film writing is, actually, the construction of a plot. Films do not need dialogue. We watch foreign films, reading subtitles, and enjoy silent films with no dialogue at all. We will watch Buster Keaton all day, as we will the generally silent Hedy Lamarr.

The stage, of course, is all dialogue. That’s how one tells that story; and though snappy dialogue in a film a) does not necessarily advance the plot, and b) indeed may become tiresome, ability at playwriting could buy one a ticket on the DC-3 to Los Angeles. As in my case.

So there I was, feted and petted in New York, and Bob Rafelson came to town to cast his Jack Nicholson film The Postman Always Rings Twice (1981).

A young friend was to audition for the part of The Girl. I asked her to tell Bob that if he didn’t hire me to write the script he was nuts. She pointed out that, as they were casting, they of necessity already had a script.

She went to the meeting and told him anyway, and that afternoon my phone rang and Bob Rafelson said he’d seen one of my plays, he had no script, and would I like to write one for him?

I went to his hotel. Here are his introductory remarks:

“They’re going to tell you that I threw an executive through a plate glass window. It’s true.”

That set the tone for forty years in Hollywood.

I did ten features as a director, the world’s best job; and wrote forty or so filmscripts, half of which got made, the horror of my position as piss-boy balanced by money, spiced by wonder at the absolute inability of those who paid me to understand my scripts. No one ever liked them save the actors and the audience.



They’re on the Inside, Folks, they’re on the inside: the freaks, the frauds, the recovering virgins, the betrayed and the betrayers. Here find salacious gossip posing as information, and reminiscences that may astound and disturb and, should you love the movies, bring to your lips a wry, sad smile.

These are from the horse’s mouth, the horse being the last cogent survivor of Old Hollywood. And I alone am escaped to tell thee.

David Mamet

Santa Monica






SPEED-THE-PLOW



Life in the movie business is like the beginning of a new love affair: it’s full of surprises, and you’re constantly getting fucked.

—Speed-the-Plow



Washington is Hollywood for ugly people. Producing is Hollywood for ugly people.

The actual writers, directors, and actors get into it for the fun, the prestige, and the excitement. Some find, intermittently, some of the above; some few find stardom, and some few make a regular living. These last used to be the crafts-and-support folk: musicians, prop makers, stuntfolk, model makers, armorers, dressers, and character actors—Hollywood’s mid-century equivalent of Manhattan’s Lexington Avenue.

These folks and their crafts are largely gone (like Lex). The parking spaces they once used are now held down by drones. The crafts people wanted to make a living and were blessed by the ability to do something they could sell of which they could be proud. Their reward was not eventual but actual: they had and they held good, satisfying jobs. But who got or gets into “producing”?

There is no day-to-day satisfaction in production, for producers, like their kind in Washington, produce nothing. Their time, in both cases, is spent scenting the wind and looking for an opportunity to advance. How can one advance in an occupation that makes nothing? Through deference, betrayal, chicane, or luck. Toward what might one advance? Power and money.

Folk music was popularized in the thirties by the musicologist Alan Lomax. He went to the Appalachians, and down south, and recorded the end-of-the-birth-of-the-blues. He was to meet Robert Johnson, who died while Lomax was in transit, and a local man suggested he meet this other fellow, Muddy Waters (with thanks to Wikipedia).

Through concerts, on the radio, and through the Smithsonian, he brought the songs to American Consciousness. And copyrighted many of them. Irving Mills produced the recordings of Duke Ellington and demanded and received co-credit for most of them.

Well, there are no new sins. Producers, like government and bank tellers, are too close to it. Their road to Damascus moment, “If I can take some of it, why not take it all?” Irving Mills’s name on the sheet music makes me ashamed to be a Jew; and writing of Alan Lomax, ashamed to have enjoyed the Kingston Trio—their relationship to folk music as Pilates is to boxing.

Describing oneself as involved in a “relationship” is a semantic risk—the ambiguity of language, that is, lessens the ability to evaluate behavior. The terms “spouse,” “partner,” “mistress,” “fling,” “buddy”—each suggests reasonable expectations. “Producer” is a similarly ambiguous term, allowing for unfortunate latitude in behavior.

A Producer may be one who initiates, funds, or endorses a film. He may also be a colleague or assign of same. An Executive Producer is one who lends an imprimatur to the project. An Associate Producer is, as per Joe Mankiewicz, “one who would associate with a producer.”

There are also those self-promoters who troll for ignorant talent, promising representation, funding, or influence. They are pimps.

None have anything to do with the actual exposure of film. The actual filmmaker must doubt and mistrust their statements and be wary of their operations, for they will never be frank, considering him, generally, a beast of burden that, curiously, has the power of speech, which speech is foolish when it is not unintelligible.

I will use the term PRODUCER in this book to refer to these.

But there is another to whom the term applies; this is the Line Producer, or UPM, Unit Production Manager. He is the General Contractor, and the filmmaker’s ally and friend.

Well, it’s a racket. When a racket goes legit, the thrill is gone; but the form may still be sold to those who don’t quite get it. (Hefner’s Playboy Clubs were whorehouses that sold everything but sex.)

Of Agents:

A friend called one the other day and was told she, the agent, was going on yet another junket-vacation. The friend asked, “When do you work?” And the agent said, “I’m as close as my phone.”

The question, “If what?”

If (as was the case) the agent was just answering requests for my friend’s services, why was she getting 10 percent of the take?

The truth is, if you’re hot you don’t need an agent; and if you’re not, the agent doesn’t need you.

Two CAA pitches. CAA, you will remember, was started in 1975 by Mike Ovitz and Ron Meyer. They looked the truth, above, in the face, and turned it on its head, thus: “Howzabout,” they said to some very famous actors, “howzabout we represent you, BUT ONLY TAKE FIVE percent?”

They signed some few of the famous, and adjacent brothers and sisters clamored to get on the bandwagon. All the newcomers paid the Old Rate, and CAA rose to preeminence. Much of their power came through exploitation of the original stars: “I’ll get you X if you take Y”; and, perhaps, “I’ll give you X at a slightly reduced rate, if you take A, B, and C.”

The CAA pitch of old:

“I want to be in the David Mamet business. Tell me your dreams. You want to direct more, we’ll make it happen. What else? I know you write songs. You should have your own record label, we’ll bring that about. And, don’t you think—as we do—you should have your own Movie Company? After all, you know X, Y, and Z, and you, AND THEY, should BE IN CONTROL of output. What about your wife. What does she want? What about your dog…?” No fooling. A script of the immutability of mine when I sold carpet over the telephone. The wisdom of the boiler room, “Stick to the script, it works.”

[image: Image]

Who can resist flattery? An ancient technique of fundraisers: “How would you like your gift to be used?” Well, the gift is going to be used how and as the new owner wills.

A twice-told tale, and I hope the reader will excuse me, as this book must contain several; I trust the reader’s affection—obvious from his devotion to my work sufficient to observe the repetition—will be matched by his courtesy in overlooking my senescence.

I received the above pitch from a CAA agent (Tony Krantz). He pointed out that if I wrote a half-hour pilot, I might make some real cash. How long, he said, would it take you?

“To write a half-hour pilot?” I said. “A half hour.”

“For writing that pilot,” he said, “I could get you two hundred thousand dollars. For one half hour’s work.”

“That,” I said, “is four hundred grand an hour, which is sixteen million dollars a week, and eight hundred million a year, if I took two weeks off.”

“If you were making that kind of money,” he said, “you couldn’t afford to take two weeks off.”



Time passes, all things decay and die. I was looking for a new agent and asked my friend Ron Meyer for a recommendation.

He, that is, who was partners with Ovitz. I met him through a mutual friend when I came out to Hollywood. I was told he was a “regular guy,” but how would one discover such in Hollywood?

I went to a party at his house, shot a few balls with him on his pool table. “You shoot pool,” he said. “Let’s shoot some pool sometime.”

“Sure,” I said. But the next morning he called to say he was at the pool hall near my house, and was I free? Good enough for me. An actual Studio Head (then of Paramount) who could shoot pool and, equally improbably, meant what he said. (And could run eighty-five balls.)

Anywaythzz (as Daffy said), I called Ron for a recommendation, and he cross-decked me to the then head of CAA, who said they’d love to have me, and he would be “Just as Close as His Phone.” Having kicked me downstairs, he sent what I was free to consider the Highest of His Henchpersons out to give me the pitch.

I was looking forward to it, as one would to a beloved old movie. For was I now not Wise? I knew the charity-beggars would use my dough however they saw fit—most likely for their own salaries—and that CAA would blow smoke, and count on my cupidity to sign me up, and “put my ass on the street and bring back some money.” But, wise and inured as I now was, I could be amused by (as I was, of course, immune to) the upcoming flattery.

But the pitch, in my case, had changed. And the triumvirate of Men in Suits explained to me that my career was over, as I’d fucked everything up; but they would take me, studio to studio, on the Perp walk, where I could apologize, and accept my now rightful place in the Applicant Pool.

“Knock knock.”

“Who’s there?”

“Howard.”

“Howard who?”

“Howard the mighty fallen.”
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THE LITTLE ENGINE AND THE FACTORY SHIP

The Little Engine That Could (Watty Piper, 1930) is the West’s answer to the myth of Sisyphus. He, you will recall, was doomed to push a boulder perpetually up a hill, at the top of which, of course, it rolled down again. I’ve often wondered about his mood during the ascent, but it occurs to me it may have been even worse climbing down to retrieve the stupid rock.

But the L. Engine is the triumph of resolve over reluctance. It’s Christmas Eve, and the Big Engines are, for some reason, unwilling to pull the train full of toys over the mountain to the Good Little Children.

Our Little friend knows himself to be incapable of the task, but he volunteers anyway, puffing as he pulls, his mantra “I think I can, I think I can.” And he succeeds.

Because he Believed in Himself? Yup.

Greeks and the Europeans who were their philosophic like were born into their Place, and stayed there, controlled either by the Whip or by a Church which preached that God has called each man to his appointed station. It was superfluous to add, “And you’d better stay there,” as there was nowhere else to go.

Until North America was opened to European immigration. And then, beginning with the western migration out of the seaboard, folk like the Little Engine could take their chances; opportunity, death, starvation, and disease bulking larger, as government and religious control diminished. And tons of millions took the bet. One hundred and change years ago, the wretched refuse had come all the way to Hollywood. And here we still are, now in reversion to the previous Grecian paradigm.

Was ever anyone as long-suffering as Poor I, whose sole desire was to get the Toys to the Good Little Children on the Other Side of the Mountain? No.

For “mountain” we may, if we’ll excuse the nicety, read “footlights”—the Good Little Children are of course our friends out there in the dark.

Previous to my Locomotive incarnation I was the Factory Ship. I’d come home from the office brooding and depressed, and my wife would say, “Oh, Dave… is it the ‘Factory Ship’ again? The Factory Ship, never stopping, never resting, never touching land, and toiling, far from notice, till the bottom rusts out and she sinks, unmourned, to the Floor of the Sea…?”

“Yes,” I would respond. “That’s right.”



Reimagined, my improved self, the engine, was first the embodiment of Descartes and then the locomotive assassin of Anna Karenina. A two-letter man, I, both a philosopher, bringing wisdom, and a destroyer, my mission the imposition of destruction.

[image: Image]
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I won a Joke Competition in New York mag, decades back, by suggesting the World’s Perfect Theatrical Review: “I never understood the theater until last night. Please forgive everything I’ve ever written. When you read this I’ll be dead.”

Lately, and after the demise of The Theater, my fantasy has turned to The Memorial.

Here I am, dead. And the most eloquent Speaker—have the wise planners put him first or last?—mounts the stage and says, “We shall not see his like again.”

Alright, but constant recurrence to the fantasy suggested (true enough) that it was “too pat” or “off the shelf.” My new favorite is a modern application of the speech uttered by the French soldier who burned Joan of Arc: “We have just killed a saint.”

Who but those blessed with infinite patience and understanding would put up with the swine going pee-pee over his various Gifts to Humankind?

It is as if the Little Engine arrived, exhausted and near death, and the Good Little Children opened the boxcar doors to find not dolls and spaniel puppies but healthy, tasty vegetables. And then they killed him.

[image: Image]






MOTHER EARTH

Imagine engaging an artist and inquiring, as he painted, “Wait, wait, why are you putting that brushstroke there?” or “How will that patch of pigment increase the thing’s salability?” Now you have an insight into the Producer’s mind.

The afflicted painter wants to buy a ball-peen hammer and whack himself in the head till the handle breaks, but the Producer perhaps feels he is doing his job. Why? He is doing his job, which, after putting the project together (if indeed he’s done that), is to fuck everything up.

When the lights go down you’ve GOT their attention. Lists of producers’ logos on the screen is annoying, stupid, AND COUNTER-PRODUCTIVE. It is a vanity operation, alright, but, as the aim of the corporations should be to make money, the display of their logos, watering down the audience’s attention, weakens the strength of the product. As does the endless display of the names of producers, who, in their multitude, would seem to indicate that the sole requirement for getting your name on the screen is being born.

At least back in the Studio Days they were doing whatever they did for personal gain.

Today’s Executives, it seems, are ushering in an unbridled reign of Virtue. But of old, we demanded virtue only of the clergy, who, on investigation, usually proved to be as randy and sick as the rest of us.

A student of history must assume that the hegemony of the Talentless is a result, rather than a cause, of decomposition. One generation rises and another generation passes away, but the earth endures forever.I And Mother Earth is the great scavenger.

Just as, during my lifetime, SoHo (and then Tribeca) evolved from an abandoned factory district into artist squatter housing, then into gentrification; and, catering to the gentry, into the city’s eventual prime luxury shopping district; so, after the riots, begins the decay back into slums, squatter housing, and, with the death of the city, desolation.

Thus Hollywood or, more particularly, my life form, having succeeded in Hollywood and then aged out, scavenges some benefit from tell-alls, cartoons, and captions. That is my version of the faded film idol taken to shoplifting as the sole remaining possibility of maintaining public notice.

[image: Image]


	
I. The Bible, a ripping good yarn.








OUT IN THE STYX

My son, Noah, age five, insisted that he was SpongeBob. His friends referred to him as Sponge, and his kindergarten teacher may have done so, too.

That Halloween we asked him if he was going to “go” as SpongeBob, and he said, “Why would I go as myself?”

My home and office are covered in various memorabilia. We find Judaica, and tchotchkes (objets d’art) from aviation, hunting, and the movies.I There is no theater memorabilia, which would be as viscerally abhorrent to me as would a caduceus tie clasp to a physician. Why, that is, would he want to “go” as himself?

Mr. Kipling reminds us, “We’ve only one virginity to lose, / And where we lost it there our hearts will be.”

Pauline Kael collected her film essays in I Lost It at the Movies. It was the Theater that got my cherry. It was my seducer-lover, the position of debaucher reserved for a subsequent encounter.

It’s said that the magic of young love is the ignorance that it can ever end; but perhaps, viewed differently, the magic continues, as the experience can be indelibly formative. The love, that is, can endure after the relationship has—necessarily—ended.

So there’s Me and The Theater. But what of Me and The Movies, and the criminal dolts who came of age, not even in the Movies, but in The Industry?

Their reactions, over twoscore years, to craft and art (my own, most importantly) are like mine to their Industry Duplicity and ignorance: I just don’t get it.II



Trolling YouTube for old films is instructive. I came across The Enforcer, 1951. Bogey plays a hard-hitting District Attorney. How could one have missed it? A viewing provides the answer, as it is a piece of garbage. The writers apparently had a cup of tea with a mob guy and learned that a “contract” meant a killing, and “the hit,” the victim. They mentioned it scads of times, as a plot substitute. Me: Why? Wouldn’t it have been more fun to tell a story? And my current genius line, from a forties noir: “I knew your parents before they died.”

I wish I could supply you with the film’s title. Apart from its magnificence the line is diagnostic. The writers thought they needed to establish that the addressee (supposed recipient of a bequest or some such thing) was newly orphaned. The line ranks with Jimmy Carter’s greeting to the Poles in Polish. His inept translator, asked to have him say “I embrace you,” has him up there proclaiming, “I want to fuck you.”

While we’re about it, a 2022 blockbuster wannabe has male stars playing cave divers, intent on rescuing some Thai boys trapped in a cave.

“Harry” shows up to round out the team. But how can they swim the boys out, through caves that daunt even our heroes? The kids could never make it. Think, think, think, and then someone says something like, “We could drug them! Harry’s an anesthesiologist!”

Shakespeare has Richard the Second asking, “Have I no friend?” My equivalent, of Hollywood, is, “Are none of you idiots paying attention…?”

Well, either they or I are marching to the beat of a Different Drummer.

In which event either one or many of us must be out of step.
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I. A framed yellow cloth star, JUDE; a theater-made model of a Hawker Hurricane; the 1926 Photoplay Magazine Medal of Honor for Best Photoplay of the Year, Beau Geste—the award was superseded in ’28 by the Oscars.

	
II. We were shooting Heist, Rebecca Pidgeon, my wife, playing the Bad Girl and Ricky Jay, the Utility Man. When we wrapped, the Producer continued his irrepressible depredations by selling on eBay Ricky’s blue jeans and my wife’s underwear.








TO BUILD A FIRE

A rabbi, a priest, and a zebra go into a whorehouse. The facade of this Romanesque (frequently misidentified as Beaux Arts) building brilliantly aping the best work of H. H. Richardson (1836–1886), a neighbor and sometime collaborator of Frederick Law Olmsted, creator of Central Park…

That’s how most films are written.I They are assemblages of ideas (he wants to get the girl), and effects (a big, fat, scary monster descends from a cloud).

But every stand-up comedian knows that the extra syllable destroys the joke. These most practical of psychologists must learn the connection between their creation and the audience’s attention span, or fail onstage.

The overlong setup and the delayed punch line bore the listeners, who have loaned their attention in return for the promise of amusement or surprise. The comedian not only structures the twenty-second joke but builds upon its success and nature to form a set that, like its component jokes, will raise, lower, and then astound expectations.

For the audience is learning, through the individual gag, what to expect from the developing set. They may, for example, appreciate a change of tempo or tone, having learned that the performer may be trusted to reward what is, after all, their faith in his ability to deliver.

Example:

Comedian:… and the cow was returned to its rightful owner (AUDIENCE LAUGHS).

Comedian: No, but seriously, folks, can we get serious for a moment. I’m up here “joking around,” and you might think, Ha ha, but what’s the point…?

One wouldn’t open a set with “No, but what is the point?,” but the audience, having laughed at “the cow,” has learned that the comedian is changing the tone merely to delight them with a surprise, AND THEY HAVE GAINED THE FAITH THAT HE WILL DO SO.

How did the comedian come by his education? Did he learn it in “Comedy School”? Should such exist, they can’t teach the lesson; they can only, at best, describe or simulate it (like film schools) in a protected—that is, make-believe—setting.

The comedian does not read books on structure and delivery; he watches other performers, and then tries out his act onstage. And only there, and through his humiliating and thus unforgettable failures, does he develop skill.

During the westward migration myriad advice books were written on pioneering, homesteading, prospecting, and so on. But the neophyte when tired, lost, or confused was faced with imperative, baffling, and often terrifying situations which the books may have described, but did not prepare him for.

See Jack London’s story “To Build a Fire.” Here our hero, lost and shivering, manages to build that fire which alone can save him from freezing to death. He uses all his strength to gather the scant fuel, and his last match to ignite it. But he has built it under a snow-laden tree; the fire melts the snow, which falls and extinguishes it, and our hero dies.

But had he lived, there is no way on earth he would have again made the same mistake. So with the performer. The confession “I was dying up there,” is as close to truth as one may get with metaphor.

The filmmaker may begin with intuition, and imitation, but his personal vision both of film and of “this” film can only develop through trial and painful error in front of an audience. Unless, of course, he doesn’t care.

If he’s working to please bureaucrats or their cronies, the Press and the Awards Committees, he can make his film a construction or amalgamation of elements designed to appeal to their popular prejudices: pornography, diversity, action sequences, deeply felt explications, and so on.

This is like the adolescent boy’s fantasy of constructing the Perfect Mate: “The ____ of Mary; the ____ of Sue; with Betsy’s ____ but Joan’s intelligence.”

The unschooled and virgin boy doesn’t realize that any eventual mate or partner will be an actual human being, and his ignorant timidity expresses itself as a wise Epicureanism.

So it is with the dolt producers, virgin of union with an audience, employing their intelligence to fashion, like the boy, a lifeless amalgam.
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I. See “Belinda Raguesto Returns from Switzerland,” from Recessional (2022), by this author.








LEDA & THE SWAN, OR THE IMPOSSIBLE DREAM

I love old films. I have a personal (though one-way) relationship with their character actors. I think, “Man, I’ve got a great part for Nat Pendleton”—or Takashi Shimura, the greatest actor who ever lived. He was the star of Kurosawa’s Ikiru, and the head samurai (the Yul Brynner role) in Seven Samurai.

Kurosawa’s rep company was also graced by Seiji Miyaguchi. In Seven Samurai he played the great swordsman (James Coburn in The Magnificent Seven). Miyaguchi copped to being 5'3", which means he was probably 5'2". I mention it because the camera sees only what you instruct it to see. Not only is a person’s height irrelevant, so is his behavior prior to “action.” The audience starts looking when one turns the camera on.

But we are curious. As we are about all heroes more nuanced than “a handsome prince” or “a beautiful maiden,” at bedtime. Celebrity inflames our hunger for gossip. The supermarket mag and Roman myths are both gossip about the gods. Our thirst for their modern equivalent is unslakable—else most contemporary media would curl up and die.

Why? We aren’t made insomniac by our online investigation of the private lives of classical musicians or dentists. But we see celebrities writ large, and we understand them as demigods, which is to say as improved versions of ourselves. How strong is our need for unity with those Immortals? It can never be assuaged.

And what is it we want to know?

A friend, a sexual profligate, told me of a similar irresolvable longing. “The problem with sex with two women,” he said, “is that when you’re watching, all you want to do is participate, and when you’re doing it, all you want to do is watch.”I

Here his desire for some greater communion has doomed him to perpetual disappointment. As with King Kong and Fay Wray: the King is doomed not only to the agony of an unconsummatable love but to the denial of all unsexual intercourse, courting or flirting, e.g., “What’s your major…?” And we are doomed to disappointment of a consummation with Movie Stars; it’s just not taking place.

Our interest persists, inflamed by their remove. When it wanes they are no longer Fantasy Boffo and we graze in celebrity pastures new. Prior to that, you and I want to know all about them.

Online sites for the inquisitive have long featured lists of the stars’ amours. Our interest here is masochistic; while we enjoy the sexual gossip, it comes with the knowledge that they are cheating on us. For what in the world are they, up there on the screen, but sexual objects; and like the Priests of Ancient Israel, they must have no defect.

Stars, being actually human, do have defects, but the camera can frame them out. Hair, makeup, and lights skew the image just as infatuation and lust do in Real Life. So the camera sees with the eyes of love. How terrible, then, to find that this busload of critters named names to the FBI, or that that carload murdered their wives.

During courtship we do not want our beloved revealed as human. The human mind and physiology will flood us with endorphins sufficient to overlook both solecisms of behavior and the odd scrap of lettuce in the teeth. The appearance of the stars, their speech, and their behavior are all prepared for us. But we cannot get close enough to them. For any possible proximity destroys the illusion.

Michael Caine and Sean Connery are accepted as gods among the Mountain folk in The Man Who Would Be King. Sean wants to wed a local beauty. She resists, as congress with a god would mean her instant death. He tries to kiss her, and she bites him. The Tibetans see blood and realize Sean is not a god, and they kill him.

Sean himself was a lovely man. His first words to me (on The Untouchables), “I never made a penny off of Bond.”II

And I spent an evening at Sue Mengers’s with Michael Caine, who was kind enough to respond to my request for inside info about Nigel Green. The odd, tough character actor played the Colour Sergeant in Caine’s first big film, Zulu, and the bad guy in The Ipcress File. Michael told me Nigel had committed suicide, and I was sad for his trouble, for the loss to film, and that I would then never have the chance to work with him. But as he had made his films when I was still in high school—the collaboration never would have been possible. My longing was no less real for all that my recognition of it revealed its impossibility.

Just like our wish for congress with Movie Stars—for what else are they selling? Didn’t Rita Hayworth inform us, “They go to bed with Gilda, but they wake up with Rita.”

I fell in love with Myrna Loy on our afternoon together in 1980. I was married, and thirty-two, she was seventy-five, and I will flatter myself that the feeling may have been shared. But we recall Shakespeare’s “The course of true love never did run smooth; / But, either it was different in blood— /… Or else misgraffed in respect of years—”

I also fell in love, of course, with Audrey Hepburn, and I think I could have made her happy.

[image: Image]


	
I. With the addition of Just One Extra Woman they could have played whist.

	
II. I beg pardon, for I’ve written this story before; but for the uninitiated, and as a public service, here’s what you should know about Sean: He was in Majorca, we were speaking on the phone about something or other. I’d just gotten off the phone with my sister, who was in the midst of a marital catastrophe. I told her I’d have to ring off, as I had a business call with Sean. She said, “Lucky you,” and “Please tell him I adore his work.” I called Sean and apologized for my unpunctuality. I explained that I was comforting my sister, and that I had promised to tell him that she adored his work. He asked for her number and, after our call, rang her up in Ohio and chatted for half an hour.








EARLY FILMS

In our period of racial aphasia, The Movies, as always, are first among Equals in fear of The Mob—my marvelous art form, but lickspittle racket.

Now, when Putting Up Signs is considered a brave act of conscience, we find an entire half of the populace adopting the movies’ charade, of valor by proxy—this the endgame of their relationship with an industry that once sold popcorn.



Lena Horne was not permitted to play an octoroon in Pinky because she was Black. Natalie Wood was shoveled into every role for a woman of color because her skin “took” the Hershey’s Syrup well. Klaus KinskiI
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