

[image: images]






FILM & TV







Biskind’s devourable book is that rarity, a Hollywood exposé that you can read mouth agape, slurping up scandal and titillation so fast you’re in danger of choking-without feeling ashamed of yourself.”


—Dennis Drabelle, The Washington Post Book World


When the low-budget biker movie Easy Rider shocked Hollywood with its success in 1969, a new Hollywood era was born. This was an age when talented young filmmakers such as Scorsese, Coppola, and Spielberg, along with a new breed of actors, including De Niro, Pacino, and Nicholson, became the powerful figures who would make such modern classics as The Godfather, Chinatown, Taxi Driver, and Jaws. Easy Riders, Raging Bulls follows the wild ride that was Hollywood in the ‘70s-an unabashed celebration of sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll (both onscreen and off) and a climate where innovation and experimentation reigned supreme. Based on hundreds of interviews with the directors themselves, producers, stars, agents, writers, studio executives, spouses, and ex-spouses, this is the full, candid story of Hollywood’s last golden age.


MARTIN SCORSESE ON DRUGS: “I did a lot of drugs because I wanted to do a lot, I wanted to push all the way to the very very end, and see if Icould die.”


DENNIS HOPPER ON EASY RIDER: “The cocaine problem in the United States is really because of me. There was no cocaine before Easy Rider on the street. After Easy Rider, it was everywhere.”


GEORGEL UCAS ON STAR WARS: “Popcorn pictures have always ruled. Why do people go see them? Why is the public so stupid? That’s not my fault.”


“Biskind is a magician at prying revealing yarns and juicy quotes out of his subjects And the resulting scenarios are deliciously tawdry... moments of real intelligence and grace.”


—Brian Gunn, San Francisco Chronicle


PETER BISKIND is the former executive editor of Premiere and former editor in chief of American Film. He is the author of two previous books, Seeing Is Believing: How Hollywood Taught Us to Stop Worrying and Love the Fifties and The Godfather Companion. His work has appeared in The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, The Washington Post, and Rolling Stone, among other publications. He is a contributing editor at Vanity Fair. He lives in New York City.
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HOLLYWOOD is a town of fabulators. The people who dwell there create fictions for a living, fictions that refuse tidily to confine themselves to the screen, but spill over into the daily lives of the men and women who regard themselves as stars in the movies of their own lives. Although this book tells readers altogether more than they may wish to know about the Hollywood of the ’70s, I do not flatter myself that I have arrived at “the truth.” At the end of this long, twisted road I am once again struck with the force of the old maxim, the more you know, the more you know what you don’t know. This is particularly true in the case of Hollywood, where despite the reams of memos and contracts that now gather dust on the shelves of university libraries, very little of what really matters is committed to paper, so that an endeavor of this sort is dependent on memory—in this case of an era twenty or thirty years in the past. Not only is the terrain distant, but in this period memory has been enfeebled by booze and drugs.


In a town where credit grabbing is an art form, to say that memory is self-serving is to say that the sun rises in the east and sets in the west. Moreover, defect of memory is a shield that enables people to go to work in the morning, protecting them from the unspeakable behavior that is taken for granted there. As director Paul Schrader puts it, “In this business, you’ve got to have a selective memory. Otherwise, it’s too painful.” Kurosawa’s Rashomon remains one of the truest movies about the movies and the people who make them.
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Introduction:
Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door


“Some friends of mine were saying the ’70s was the last Golden Age. I said, ‘How can you say that?’ They replied, ‘Well, you had all these great directors making picture after picture. You had Altman, Coppola, Spielberg, Lucas....’”


—MARTIN SCORSESE


February 9, 1971, 6:01 in the morning. A scattering of cars, headlights glowing fuzzily in the predawn gloom, had just begun to navigate the freeways as the first commuters sleepily sipped coffee out of Styrofoam cups and listened to the early morning news. A high of 71 degrees was expected. The Manson trial, now in the penalty phase, was still titillating the city of Los Angeles. Suddenly, the ground started to shake violently, not like the rolling, almost soothing motion of previous earthquakes. This was an abrupt heaving and falling that was terrifying in its intensity and duration, threatening to go on forever. For many, the 6.5 quake felt like the Big One. Manson’s girls would claim later that Charlie himself had brought it down on the sinners tormenting him.


Over in Burbank, Martin Scorsese was jolted out of bed. He had just gotten a big break, an editing job at Warner Bros., and had arrived from New York a few weeks earlier. Marty was staying at the Toluca Motel, across the street from the lot. Dreaming of rare books when he heard a rumble, he imagined he was in the subway. “I jumped out of bed, looked out the window,” he recalls. “Everything was shaking. Lightning was slashing across the sky—it was the electric wires from the telephone poles, falling down. It was terrifying. I thought, I gotta get outta here. By the time I pulled on my cowboy boots, got my money and the key to the motel room, and made it to the door, it was over. I went to the Copper Penny, and while I was having coffee, there was a big aftershock. I got up to run, and a guy looked at me and said, ‘Where are you going to go?’ I said, ‘You’re right. I’m stuck.’”


For Scorsese, there was nowhere to run. He had followed his dream to Hollywood, and if it was going to be a bumpier ride than he had imagined, he either had to stick it out or go back to New York, make industrials, live in the old neighborhood and eat cannoli, always knowing that he hadn’t had the stomach for what it took to make it in the movies.


Before the dust settled, sixty-five souls had perished in the quake. None of the people who populate this book was among them. Their injuries would be self-inflicted.


FOR OUR PURPOSES, the earthquake of 1971 was supererogatory, unnecessary, gilding the lily, as Hollywood has always been wont to do. The real earthquake, the cultural convulsion that upended the film industry, began a decade earlier, when the tectonic plates beneath the back lots began to shift, shattering the verities of the Cold War—the universal fear of the Soviet Union, the paranoia of the Red Scare, the menace of the bomb—freeing a new generation of filmmakers frozen in the ice of ’50s conformity. Then came, pell-mell, a series of premonitory shocks—the civil rights movement, the Beatles, the pill, Vietnam, and drugs—that combined to shake the studios badly, and send the demographic wave that was the baby boom crashing down about them.


Because movies are expensive and time-consuming to make, Hollywood is always the last to know, the slowest to respond, and in those years it was at least half a decade behind the other popular arts. So it was some time before the acrid odor of cannabis and tear gas wafted over the pools of Beverly Hills and the sounds of shouting reached the studio gates. But when flower power finally hit in the late ’60s, it hit hard. As America burned, Hells Angels gunned their bikes down Sunset Boulevard, while girls danced topless in the street to the music of the Doors booming from the clubs that lined the Strip. “It was like the ground was in flames and tulips were coming up at the same time,” recalls Peter Guber, then a trainee at Columbia and later head of Sony Pictures Entertainment. It was one long party. Everything old was bad, everything new was good. Nothing was sacred; everything was up for grabs. It was, in fact, a cultural revolution, American style.


By the late ’60s and early ’70s, if you were young, ambitious, and talented, there was no better place on earth to be than Hollywood. The buzz around movies attracted the best and the brightest of the boomers to the film schools. Everybody wanted to get in on the act. Norman Mailer wanted to make movies more than he wanted to write novels; Andy Warhol wanted to make movies more than he wanted to reproduce Campbell’s soup cans. Rock stars like Bob Dylan, Mick Jagger, and the Beatles couldn’t wait to get in front of and, in Dylan’s case, behind the camera. As Steven Spielberg puts it, “The ’70s was the first time that a kind of age restriction was lifted, and young people were allowed to come rushing in with all of their naïveté and their wisdom and all of the privileges of youth. It was just an avalanche of brave new ideas, which is why the ’70s was such a watershed.”


In 1967, two movies, Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate, sent tremors through the industry. Others followed in quick succession: 2001: A Space Odyssey and Rosemary’s Baby in 1968, The Wild Bunch, Midnight Cowboy, and Easy Rider in 1969, M*A*S*H and Five Easy Pieces in 1970, The French Connection, Carnal Knowledge, The Last Picture Show, and McCabe & Mrs. Miller in 1971, and The Godfather in 1972. Before anyone realized it, there was a movement—instantly dubbed the New Hollywood in the press—led by a new generation of directors. This was to be a directors’ decade if ever there was one. Directors as a group enjoyed more power, prestige, and wealth than they ever had before. The great directors of the studio era, like John Ford and Howard Hawks, regarded themselves as nothing more than hired help (over-) paid to manufacture entertainment, storytellers who shunned self-conscious style lest it interfere with the business at hand. New Hollywood directors, on the other hand, were unembarrassed—in many cases rightly so—to assume the mantle of the artist, nor did they shrink from developing personal styles that distinguished their work from that of other directors.


The first wave, comprised of white men born in the mid- to late ’30s (occasionally earlier), included Peter Bogdanovich, Francis Coppola, Warren Beatty, Stanley Kubrick, Dennis Hopper, Mike Nichols, Woody Allen, Bob Fosse, Robert Benton, Arthur Penn, John Cassavetes, Alan Pakula, Paul Mazursky, Bob Rafelson, Hal Ashby, William Friedkin, Robert Altman, and Richard Lester. The second wave was made up of the early boomers, born during and (mostly) after World War II, the film school generation, the so-called movie brats. This group included Scorsese, Spielberg, George Lucas, John Milius, Paul Schrader, Brian De Palma, and Terrence Malick.


When all was said and done, these directors created a body of work that included, in addition to the titles mentioned above, The Last Detail; Nashville; Faces; Shampoo; A Clockwork Orange; Reds; Paper Moon; The Exorcist; The Godfather, Part II; Mean Streets; Badlands; The Conversation; Taxi Driver; Raging Bull; Apocalypse Now; Jaws; Cabaret; Klute; Carnal Knowledge; American Graffiti; Days of Heaven; Blue Collar; All That Jazz; Annie Hall; Manhattan; Carrie; All the President’s Men; Coming Home; and Star Wars. So rich was the soil of this decade that it even produced a compelling body of secondary work, then regarded as aesthetically or commercially wanting, that nevertheless has considerable merit, including Scarecrow; Payday; Night Moves; The King of Marvin Gardens; Next Stop, Greenwich Village; Straight Time; Diary of a Mad Housewife; Silent Running; Bad Company; Tracks; Performance; The Wind and the Lion; and many of the films of Cassavetes. The revolution also facilitated ready access to Hollywood and/or studio distribution for Brits like John Schlesinger (Midnight Cowboy), John Boorman (Deliverance), Ken Russell (Women in Love), and Nicholas Roeg (Don’t Look Now). And Europeans like Milos Forman, who made One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest; Roman Polanski, who made Rosemary’s Baby and Chinatown; Bernardo Bertolucci, who made Last Tango in Paris and 1900; Louis Malle, who made Pretty Baby and Atlantic City; and Sergio Leone, who made The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly and Once Upon a Time in the West. As well as veterans like Don Siegel, Sam Peckinpah, and John Huston, who suddenly found the freedom to do some of their best work, pictures like Dirty Harry, Straw Dogs, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, The Man Who Would Be King, and Fat City. It brought out the best in journeyman directors like Sydney Pollack and Sidney Lumet, who respectively made They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?, and Serpico and Dog Day Afternoon; and allowed an actor such as Clint Eastwood to develop a body of work as a director.


The new power of directors was legitimized by its own ideology, “auteurism.” The auteur theory was an invention of French critics who maintained that directors are to movies what poets are to poems. The leading American proponent of the auteur theory was Andrew Sarris, who wrote for the Village Voice, and used this pulpit to promote the then novel idea that the director is the sole author of his work, regardless of whatever contribution the writers, producers, or actors may make. He ranked directors in hierarchies, which had an instant appeal for the passionate young cineastes who now knew that John Ford was better than William Wyler, and why. Recalls Benton, “Reading Sarris was like listening to Radio Free Europe.”


The young directors employed a new group of actors—Jack Nicholson, Robert De Niro, Dustin Hoffman, Al Pacino, Gene Hackman, Richard Drey-fuss, James Caan, Robert Duvall, Harvey Keitel, and Elliott Gould—who banished the vanilla features of the Tabs and the Troys, and instead brought to the screen a gritty new realism and ethnicity. And the women—Barbra Streisand, Jane Fonda, Faye Dunaway, Jill Clayburgh, Ellen Burstyn, Dyan Cannon, Diane Keaton—were a far cry from the pert, snub-nosed Doris Days of the ’50s. Most of these new faces were schooled in the Method by Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio, or trained by the other celebrated New York teachers: Stella Adler, Sanford Meisner, or Uta Hagen. In fact, a lot of the energy that animated the New Hollywood came from New York; the ’70s was the decade when New York swallowed Hollywood, when Hollywood was Gothamized.


By this time it has become a cliché to insist that this was, by any measure, a remarkable era, the likes of which we will very probably never see again. Every age gone by is lit up by a retrospective glow of nostalgia, and the specialness of the ’70s was by no means evident at the time. As Scorsese puts it, “We were just guys who wanted to make movies, and we knew we could be cut down any second by these people at the studios.” Certainly this period had its share of schlock. But Airport, The Poseidon Adventure, Earthquake, and The Towering Inferno to one side, the ’70s was truly a golden age, “the last great time,” in the words of Peter Bart, who was vice president of production at Paramount until mid-decade, “for pictures that expanded the idea of what could be done with movies.” It was the last time Hollywood produced a body of risky, high-quality work—as opposed to the errant masterpiece—work that was character-, rather than plot-driven, that defied traditional narrative conventions, that challenged the tyranny of technical correctness, that broke the taboos of language and behavior, that dared to end unhappily. These were often films without heroes, without romance, without—in the lexicon of sports, which has colonized Hollywood—anyone to “root for.” In a culture inured even to the shock of the new, in which today’s news is tomorrow’s history to be forgotten entirely or recycled in some unimaginably debased form, ’70s movies retain their power to unsettle; time has not dulled their edge, and they are as provocative now as they were the day they were released. Just think of Regan stabbing her crotch with a crucifix in The Exorcist or Travis Bickle blowing his way through the ending of Taxi Driver, fingertips flying in all directions. The thirteen years between Bonnie and Clyde in 1967 and Heaven’s Gate in 1980 marked the last time it was really exciting to make movies in Hollywood, the last time people could be consistently proud of the pictures they made, the last time the community as a whole encouraged good work, the last time there was an audience that could sustain it.


And it wasn’t only the landmark movies that made the late ’60s and ’70s unique. This was a time when film culture permeated American life in a way that it never had before and never has since. In the words of Susan Sontag, “It was at this specific moment in the 100-year history of cinema that going to movies, thinking about movies, talking about movies became a passion among university students and other young people. You fell in love not just with actors but with cinema itself.” Film was no less than a secular religion.


Finally, the dream of the New Hollywood transcended individual movies. At its most ambitious, the New Hollywood was a movement intended to cut film free of its evil twin, commerce, enabling it to fly high through the thin air of art. The filmmakers of the ’70s hoped to overthrow the studio system, or at least render it irrelevant, by democratizing filmmaking, putting it into the hands of anyone with talent and determination. The avatars of the movement were “filmmakers,” not “directors” or “editors” or “cinematographers”; they tried to break down the hierarchies that traditionally dominated the technical crafts. Indeed ’70s people were the original “hyphenates,” starting as writers, like Schrader, or editors, like Ashby, or actors, like Beatty, then moving into directing without necessarily giving up their original vocation.


The New Hollywood lasted barely a decade, but in addition to bequeathing a body of landmark films, it has a lot to teach us about the way Hollywood is run now, why today’s pictures, with a few happy exceptions, are so unrelievedly awful, why Hollywood is in a perpetual state of crisis and self-loathing.


If this book had been written during the ’70s, it would have focused exclusively on directors. It would have been a book about the art of the director, how director Y made X shot with Z lens because he was crafting a homage to Citizen Kane or The Searchers. Many excellent studies and innumerable biographies with exactly this approach already exist. If this book had been written in the ’80s, when executives and producers became media darlings, it would have been about the film business. But written in the ’90s, it tries to look at both sides of the equation, the business and the art, or more precisely, the business-man and the artist. This is a book about the people who made the movies of the ’70s, and who more often than not destroyed themselves in the process. It tries to explain why the New Hollywood happened, and why it ended.


THE NEW HOLLYWOOD implies an Old Hollywood, of course. In the mid-’60s, when Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate were gestating, the studios were still in the rigor-mortis-like grip of the generation that invented the movies. In 1965, Adolph Zukor at ninety-two, and the only slightly younger Barney Balaban, seventy-eight, were still on the board of Paramount; Jack Warner, seventy-three, ran Warner Bros. Darryl F. Zanuck, sixty-three, was firmly in command at 20th Century-Fox. “If you were these guys, you weren’t going to give this up,” says Ned Tanen, who at the time was a young man with the music division of MCA, and later headed motion pictures at Universal. “To do what, go sit at Hillcrest Country Club and play pinochle?”


In the palmy days of the old studios, there was something of an apprentice system that allowed the sons of union members to enter the industry. When the studios cut back in the ’50s, these men, often veterans back from World War II, were last hired and the first to go. The day-to-day operations were still in the hands of the prewar generation of producers, directors, department heads, and crews who were in their fifties, sixties, and seventies. New Hollywood producer Irwin Winkler likes to tell the story of his first job as a young man, in 1966, at MGM. As a novice, Winkler got stuck with an Elvis Presley movie, Double Trouble. Having obviously read too much Sarris, he puzzled Presley’s manager, the famously ill-humored Col. Tom Parker, by asking, “Please, sir, I’d like to meet the director.” Parker replied, “You be in front of the Thalberg Building at eleven o’clock in the morning, your director will be there.” Sure enough, at eleven o’clock in the morning a car pulled up, not a limousine, but a Chevy, with a black chauffeur. Next to the chauffeur was the man Winkler wanted to meet, an elderly gentleman named Norman Taurog, a Hollywood veteran best known for Boys Town with Spencer Tracy in 1938. He got out of the car with difficulty, tottered slowly up the steps, and extended a frail hand, covered with liver spots, as Winkler burbled, “Mr. Taurog, sir, great to meet you, isn’t that nice you have a driver and all, that’s wonderful.” Taurog replied, “I like to drive myself, but I can’t see very well.”


“You can’t see?”


“No, I’m blind in one eye, and the other eye is going real fast.” Two years after Taurog completed Double Trouble, he lost his eyesight entirely.


In those days, there was apparently nothing anomalous about a blind director. Way back in the ’30s and ’40s, the producer on the studio payroll was the only person who would see a picture through from beginning to end. Directors, on salary, were there to make sure the actors hit their marks while the camera was running. They exited the production after the shooting phase was over. They were low on the totem pole, barely higher than writers. “Directors weren’t even allowed in the room,” says John Calley, who headed production at Warners throughout the ’70s and now is president and COO of Sony Entertainment. “Warner would run the dailies, would tell the producer what he wanted—‘I want a close-up on Jimmy Cagney’—and the producer would tell the director, who only then was allowed to see the dailies.”


There was only one maverick in this producer-dominated system: United Artists. This was a company that had empowered directors from its inception, back on January 15, 1919, when it was founded by Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, and D.W. Griffith. The idea was that the film-makers would control their own destinies, cut out the middlemen, the meddling moguls who got rich off their labor. It seemed like a great idea, but it never quite worked the way it was supposed to, and by the end of the ’40s, the company was losing $100,000 a week. The surviving owners, Chaplin and Pickford, were not speaking to each other, and in 1951 they sold the company to Arthur Krim and Bob Benjamin, two smart lawyers with some motion picture experience.


With the divorcement decrees of the late ’40s separating the studios from their theater chains, the courts invalidating the old contract system with which the studios held the talent in veritable thralldom, and a growing number of stars participating in profits and starting their own production companies, Krim recognized, before anyone else, that the staggering investments in overhead—back lots with their wardrobe departments, acres of props, contract players, and so on—were a thing of the past. Krim understood that the only way for a motion picture company to prosper was to be run as a studio without a lot, that is, as a financing and distribution entity. What UA had to sell, the thing that would make the tiny company more desirable than its big brothers, was artistic freedom, and a bigger slice of the profits. By the mid-’60s, the upstart that no one would take seriously had become fat and saucy. UA prospered with the hugely successful James Bond pictures, the Pink Panther series, and Sergio Leone’s spaghetti Westerns with Clint Eastwood. They even cornered the movie rights to the Beatles before anyone had ever heard of them, and would mint money with A Hard Day’s Night and Help!


But even UA was a geriatracy. If you didn’t know someone, didn’t have an uncle in distribution or a cousin in costumes, it was almost impossible to crack the system, especially for directors. It was a catch-22 situation: you couldn’t direct a picture unless you had already directed a picture. True, by the mid-’60s, the first students had entered what few film schools there were, but they were told they couldn’t get there from here. Sound designer Walter Murch started at USC in 1965. He says, “The first day that we all got together, the head of the camera department surveyed us with a baleful eye, and said, ‘My advice to you, is quit now. Get out fast. Don’t continue with this because you all have expectations that are not going to be fulfilled.’”


“It was not like the older generation volunteered the baton,” says Spielberg. “The younger generation had to wrest it away from them. There was a great deal of prejudice if you were a kid and ambitious. When I made my first professional TV show, Night Gallery, I had everybody on the set against me. The average age of the crew was sixty years old. When they saw me walk on the stage, looking younger than I really was, like a baby, everybody turned their backs on me, just walked away. I got the sense that I represented this threat to everyone’s job.”


Still, the studios, which seemed impregnable from afar, had been rotting from within since the late ’40s, when the judgments against them had made the industry more vulnerable to the onslaught of television. The old men who ran the studios were increasingly out of touch with the vast baby boom audience that was coming of age in the ’60s, an audience that was rapidly becoming radicalized and disaffected from its elders. The studios were still churning out formulaic genre pictures, an endless stream of Doris Day and Rock Hudson vehicles; big-budget epics, like Hawaii, The Bible, and Krakatoa, East of Java; war films, like Tora! Tora! Tora! and D-Day the Sixth of June. Even when a few of the expensive musicals, like My Fair Lady and The Sound of Music, did spectacular business in the mid-’60s, they spawned an orgy of imitations like Camelot, Doctor Dolittle and Song of Norway, whose budgets spiraled out of control. At the same time, the stars who ornamented these creaky vehicles were not drawing the way they used to. The Sound of Music represented the last gasp of family entertainment, and in the half decade that followed, the war in Vietnam grew from a blip on the map somewhere in Southeast Asia to a reality that might easily claim the life of the boy next door.


The net result was that by the late ’60s, the studios were in dire financial shape. According to Variety, 1969 marked the beginning of a three-year slump. Attendances, which hit an all-time high of 78.2 million a week in 1946, plunged to a low of 15.8 million a week in 1971. Box office was down, inventories were up. Money was tight, therefore costly to borrow. According to Bart, “The movie industry was more on its ass than any time in its history, literally almost wiped off the face of the earth.”


To change metaphors, the once proud studio system, already a leaky vessel, was listing badly, and the conglomerates were circling beneath the chop, looking for dinner. Although Hollywood watchers looked on gloomily as studio after studio became no more than an appetizer for some company whose primary business was insurance, zinc mining, or funeral homes, there was a ray of sunshine. The same upheavals that had left the studios bruised and battered made room for fresh blood in the executive suites.


Youthful veterans of the Golden Age of live television in the ’50s joined the rebellious refugees from the New York theater and other mavericks to fashion a new kind of movie, light years ahead of the prevailing fare. In 1960, Cassavetes scraped together enough money to make a feature called Shadows in New York, entirely outside the system. Kubrick, working in England, made Lolita in 1962, and then followed it with Dr. Strangelove in 1964, a savage and scathingly funny demolition of Cold War culture. Lumet directed The Pawnbroker the following year, and the year after that, Mike Nichols made Edward Albee’s scabrous Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? for Warners, which did for the family what Strangelove did for the arms race.


Still, the handful of daring American movies was nothing compared to what was going on in the rest of the world. Wherever you looked—Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Sweden, Japan, Latin America—directors with unpronounceable names were making stunning movies. It was the Golden Age of postwar European and Japanese cinema, the era of the French New Wave, of Ingmar Bergman, of Akira Kurosawa, of Michelangelo Antonioni and Federico Fellini. Although these films were “foreign,” they seemed more immediate, more “American” than anything Hollywood was turning out. They hit home with a shock of recognition. Sean Daniel, who grew up to become an executive at Universal and shepherded National Lampoon’s Animal House to the screen, was an antiwar activist in high school in Manhattan in the ’60s. He recalls, “You saw The Battle of Algiers ten times so you could memorize how to build the proper cell structure. I’ll never forget seeing a platoon of Black Panthers, in matching black leather jackets and berets, sitting in front of me, taking notes during the show.”


In America, real innovation was coming not so much from feature directors as from the practitioners of cinema verité like Richard Leacock, D.A. Pennebaker, and the Maysles brothers, who had developed cheap, lightweight equipment that enabled a whole generation to take to the streets to capture a reality that was rapidly becoming more fantastical than anything springing from the febrile brow of even the most inventive screenwriters. Assassinations, love-ins, prison breaks, bombings, airplane hijackings, hundreds of thousands of people flocking to Washington to levitate the Pentagon, dollar bills tumbling slowly through the air onto the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, were daily occurrences.


There were no maps to this wilderness of change. No one had blazed a trail. “When the movie factories were blown apart by television in the ’50s, there weren’t a bunch of people who said, ‘This is where we go now,’ “ says Scorsese. “People had no idea. You pushed here, and if it gave there, you slipped in. And as all that pushing and shoving was going on, the equipment was changing, getting smaller and easier to use. Then the Europeans emerged. Combine all those elements together, and suddenly by the mid-’60s, you had a major explosion.”


In the context of the financial hemorrhaging of the late ’60s, the new group of young executives was considerably more inclined to take risks than its predecessors, especially if the risks were confined to picking up the occasional American independent or stray British or European art film, such as Alfie, Georgy Girl, or Antonioni’s Blow-Up. Not only did Antonioni’s picture afford the first glimpse of full frontal female nudity in the living memory of filmgoers, it also boasted of a meandering, opaque narrative structure that left most of the older executives scratching their heads. They didn’t have a clue, but they knew it, and were flailing about for help. When neophyte director Paul Williams, then in his early twenties, went to MGM to pitch a project in 1967, he was told, “ ‘No, no, no, we want to make movies that aren’t about anything. Like that Blow-Up picture.’” Williams adds, “Blow-Up had confused the hell out of them. People really started feeling they didn’t know what was going on. It was much easier to get stuff going.” While Winkler was making Presley movies, next door at the same studio British director John Boorman was making Point Blank (1967), a groundbreaking elliptical thriller bristling with sudden bursts of violence. “There was a complete loss of nerve by the American studios at that point,” says Boorman. “They were so confused and so uncertain as to what to do, they were quite willing to cede power to the directors. London was this swinging place, and there was this desire to import British or European directors who would somehow have the answers.”


Adds Paul Schrader, who was then the film critic for the major underground newspaper in L.A., the Free Press, “Because of the catastrophic crisis of ’69, ’70, and ’71, when the industry imploded, the door was wide open and you could just waltz in and have these meetings and propose whatever. There was nothing that was too outrageous.” Says Guber, “If you were young or you came out of film school, or you made a little experimental film up in San Francisco, that was the ticket into the system. It was like a petri dish with an enormous amount of agar, so that anything you dropped in there grew.”


When the hippies finally did come knocking, in other words, the gates swung wide open, creating the illusion, as Milius puts it, that the citadel was empty. But this was only an illusion, and a dangerous one at that. The citadel was filled with land mines and booby traps. And although the decade of the ’70s contains shining monuments to its great directors, the cultural revolution of that decade, like the political revolution of the ’60s, ultimately failed. As writer-director Leonard Schrader, Paul’s older brother, puts it, “This group of people started to make really interesting films, and then just took a toboggan ride into the gutter. How the hell did that ever happen?”


How indeed?





One:
Before the Revolution
1967


• How Warren Beatty created a scandal with Bonnie and Clyde, while Pauline Kael made America safe for the New Hollywood, Francis Coppola blazed a trail for the movie brats, and Peter Fonda hatched trouble.


“We’re in the Vietnamese War, this film cannot be immaculate and sanitized and bang-bang. It’s fucking bloody”


—ARTHUR PENN


Warren Beatty may well have been the first man to kiss Jack Warner’s feet, certainly the last. The story goes, Beatty was trying to get Warner to finance Bonnie and Clyde, a movie Warner had no use for. Warner didn’t like Beatty, his endless phone calls, his grousing and bitching. Not a day passed that Beatty didn’t want something. So far as Warner was concerned, he was just another pretty face, on his way to blowing a promising career on a bunch of artsy-fartsy “films.” Even Elia Kazan’s Splendor in the Grass, his first picture, the one that put him on the map, never made any real money. Bill Orr, Warner’s son-in-law, was right. He had fallen asleep at a screening. In fact, Beatty never had had a real hit. He thought he was too good for the pictures he was offered, and he even turned down the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy wanted the studio to turn John F. Kennedy and PT-109 by John Tregaskis into a movie, wanted Fred Zinnemann to direct it, and Beatty to star in it. Not only did Beatty refuse to play Kennedy, he told Pierre Salinger to drop the project because the script “sucked.” Warner was not used to being told his scripts sucked, and he kicked Beatty off the lot, shouting, “You’ll never work in this town again,” or something to that effect.


“He always hated me,” Beatty recalls. “He said he was afraid to have a meeting with me alone because he thought that I would resort to some sort of physical violence.” But getting physical was not Beatty’s style. He was, after all, an actor. One day he cornered Warner in his office, fell to the floor, grabbed him around the knees: “Colonel!”—everyone called him “Colonel”—“I’ll kiss your shoes here, I’ll lick them.”


“Yeah, yeah, get up, Warren.”


“I’ve got Arthur Penn, a great script, I can make this movie for one six; if nothing else, it’s a great gangster movie.”


“Get up, get up!”


Warner was embarrassed. He barked, “What the fuck you doin’? Get OFF THE FUCKIN’ FLOOR!”


“Not until you agree to make this movie.”


“The answer is NO!” Warner paused, caught his breath. It was not much of a risk at $1.6 million, compared to, say, the $15 million he was spending on his pet project, Camelot. Besides, he was thinking about selling his stake in the studio, calling it a day. With any luck, by the time the picture came out, he’d be far away, in the south of France at his palace on the Riviera, far richer even than he was now. Why not indulge the meshuggener guy. He asked the star for a letter putting the budget in writing. He never got it, but Beatty got his deal.


Beatty insists none of this ever happened, but it’s a story told over and over by people who swear they were in the room, witnessed it with their own eyes. It’s one of those moments that should have happened, because it’s so ripe with irony, bleeding with meaning, a genuflection at the feet of the Old Hollywood by a symbol of the New at a time, the mid-’60s, when no one had the foggiest notion that such a distinction would ever come to pass.


BEATTY NEEDED Bonnie and Clyde. After making a splash with Splendor in 1961, his career had indeed faltered, a result of poor choices and a youthful cynicism about Hollywood combined with certain romantic notions with regard to the women in his life, who perhaps absorbed more of his time than they should have, an attitude excusable in that this was not a glorious era in the business. The men Beatty admired, Kazan, George Stevens, Jean Renoir, Billy Wilder, were in decline. The old order was dying, but the new one had not yet been born. Beatty had spent the last three years with Leslie Caron, whom he had met in early 1963 at a dinner party thrown by her agent, Creative Management Associates (CMA) head Freddie Fields, at the Bistro, a popular Beverly Hills restaurant, to promote her Oscar prospects for The L-Shaped Room. Beatty had seen all her films—An American in Paris, Lili, and Gigi— and had a fan’s crush on her. He asked her if he could see her home. At the time, Caron was married to Peter Hall, director of the Royal Shakespeare Company, but husbands were never much of an encumbrance in Hollywood, and she embarked on a discreet, but passionate affair with the charismatic young star.


Beatty had just finished Mickey One, an opaque and pretentious American “art” film with a European flavor directed by Arthur Penn. When it wrapped, he flew down to Jamaica to visit Caron, who was there shooting Father Goose, with Cary Grant. At night, in Caron’s bungalow, she and Beatty discussed his career problems. He saw himself as an heir to James Dean, Marlon Brando, Montgomery Clift, but couldn’t understand why they were taken seriously, while he was treated like a playboy.


Beatty began noodling around with a film that would eventually be titled What’s New, Pussycat?—after his signature phone greeting to female friends. “I wanted to do a comedy about the plight of the compulsive Don Juan,” he says. He got into business with a friend of his, an agent turned producer, Charles Feldman. Handsome and debonair, Feldman had founded Famous Artists and represented stars like Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich, and John Wayne. “Charlie taught Warren a lot, like you don’t put anything in writing, you don’t sign contracts, you can walk out at any time,” says Richard Sylbert, whom Feldman also mentored. Sylbert was a young art director who, like Beatty, had begun his career with Kazan, designed Splendor, as well as Baby Doll and A Face in the Crowd, in addition to many of the most important pictures of the day, including The Manchurian Candidate and The Pawnbroker. Continues Sylbert, “Charlie would not be denied. He was a seducer, just like Warren. Warren would always say, ‘You don’t have any friends; just make the best deal you can.’”


Beatty intended to star in What’s New, Pussycat? and wanted Feldman to produce it, but he stipulated a condition. Feldman was known for casting his girlfriends in his movies. His girlfriend of the moment was the French actress Capucine. Beatty wanted assurances that a Capucine-like character would not find its way into the script. “Fuck you,” retorted Feldman, who did not relish being told what to do. But eventually he agreed, and work on the script proceeded.


Back in New York, Beatty and Feldman realized they needed a good joke writer, and one night they went to the Bitter End, a club in the Village owned by Fred Weintraub, to catch a comedian they heard was funny, Woody Allen. They liked what they saw, and Feldman offered Allen $30,000 to work on the script. Allen said, “I want forty.” Feldman said, “Forget it.” Woody replied, “Okay, I’ll take thirty if I can be in the movie.” Feldman gave in. So a movie that had once featured Warren Beatty, now featured Warren Beatty and Woody Allen. Allen went to work. But as draft followed draft, Beatty began to notice that the girl was taking on a European, specifically French cast; he could see Capucine coming over the brow of the hill. But worse, he noticed that his part was smaller, while Woody’s was growing larger.


Feldman and Sylbert, who was associate producer, were staying at the Dorchester in London, when Beatty arrived for a meeting. He confronted Feldman, accused him of violating their agreement, creating a role for Capucine, letting Allen write him out of the script. Recalls Sylbert, “Warren said, ‘Charlie, I’m not going to do it.’ Charlie was in shock. Furious. He was not a man you do that to lightly.” Adds Beatty, “I finally walked out in a huffing bluff or bluffing huff, thinking they wouldn’t let me go. But they were only too happy to let me go.” Continues Sylbert, “Warren went back to do a picture with some bimbo at Universal. I said ‘Are you kidding me? You’re gonna turn out to be George Hamilton when you grow up!’”


What’s New, Pussycat? became a big hit, and a turning point for both Beatty and Allen. “Woody was very unhappy with the movie that was finally made,” continues Beatty. “I was even unhappier, because I would have gotten rich off it. After that, Woody was always in control of whatever he did. And so was I.”


Only one year shy of thirty, Beatty was looking for a project that would turn his career around. One evening, he and Caron had dinner with François Truffaut in Paris. Caron wanted him to direct her in the life of Edith Piaf. Truffaut wasn’t interested, but he mentioned he had been sent a lively script called Bonnie and Clyde, which had a great role for Beatty. Truffaut said Beatty should get in touch with the writers, Robert Benton and David Newman.


THE BONNIE AND CLYDE light bulb had gone off in the heads of Benton and Newman two years earlier, in 1963, when both men were working at Esquire magazine. Like any reasonably hip young man or woman in the early ’60s, they were less interested in magazines than they were in the movies. “All the time, everywhere we went, the only thing any of us talked about, was movies,” recalls Benton. He and Newman had just seen Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless, and couldn’t get it out of their heads. But most of all, they loved Truffaut. “Within two months, I saw Jules and Jim twelve times,” recalls Benton. “You cannot see a movie that often without beginning to notice certain things about structure and form and character.”


In the early ’60s, film schools virtually did not exist. Benton and Newman educated themselves by simply going to the movies at the art houses (the Thalia on 95th Street and Dan Talbot’s New Yorker on Broadway between 88th and 89th), the new New York Film Festival that burst onto the scene in 1963, and the Museum of Modern Art, where a kid named Peter Bogdanovich was programming retrospectives of Hollywood directors. “Bogdanovich did two brilliant monographs, one on Hitchcock and one on Hawks,” continues Benton. “Those were the closest things we had to a textbook.”


One day, Benton and Newman came across a book by John Toland called The Dillinger Days, which touched on the escapades of Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, who cut a swath of bank robberies and mayhem across the Midwest and South in the early ’30s. Benton was no stranger to the legend of the outlaw couple. He had grown up in East Texas. “Everyone knew somebody who had met them or seen them, and kids used to go to Halloween parties dressed up as Bonnie and Clyde,” he recalls. “They were great, great folk heroes.” Better, they spoke directly to the antiwar generation. Says Newman, “Being an outlaw was a great thing to want to be, whether it was Clyde Barrow or Abbie Hoffman. All the stuff we wrote had to do with épater le bourgeois, shaking society up, saying to all the squares, ‘We don’t do that, man, we do our thing.’ But the thing we loved about Bonnie and Clyde wasn’t that they were bank robbers, because they were lousy bank robbers. The thing about them that made them so appealing and relevant, and so threatening to society, was that they were aesthetic revolutionaries. In our view, what kills Bonnie and Clyde is not that they broke the law, because nobody liked the fucking banks—but that they put a tattoo on C.W. Moss. His father says, ‘I can’t believe that you let these people put pictures on your skin.’ This is what the ’60s turned out to be about.”


Working at night, with the banjo picking of Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs’ “Foggy Mountain Breakdown” on a Mercury record blaring scratchily from the stereo, they wrote a treatment. With the nothing-to-lose bravado of neophytes, they set their sights on their patron saint, Truffaut, to direct it. After all, they felt they had written a European film. “The French New Wave allowed us to write with a more complex morality, more ambiguous characters, more sophisticated relationships,” says Benton. Truffaut waltzed the two writers around the floor, dithering about his other commitments. After sending them to Godard, with whom they had a brief flirtation, Truffaut finally told them he would direct their movie. The script, with the director attached, went out to the studios, which worried that the main characters—killers, after all—were unappealing, and that Truffaut was ill-suited to direct this material. Their chances were not helped by the fact that their script featured a ménage à trois: Bonnie was in love with Clyde, and Clyde with Bonnie, but he needed the stimulus of C.W. Moss to get off. This was in keeping with their notion of Bonnie and Clyde’s transgressive style, as well as the experimentation that was becoming a defining characteristic of the sexual revolution of the ’60s. Benton and Newman got turned down all over town. They became afraid they were going to grow old and die peddling the script.


One cold and dismal Saturday morning in February 1966, Benton’s phone rang. He picked it up. A voice said, “This is Warren Beatty.” Benton, thinking it was a gag, said, “Who is this, really?” The voice replied, “This is really Warren Beatty.” Beatty said he wanted to read the script, was coming over to pick it up. Benton thought “I’m coming over” meant sooner or later, a couple of days, maybe, a week, maybe never. But within twenty minutes, the bell rang. His wife, Sally, opened the door, and there was Beatty, who took the script and left. About a half hour later the actor called again and said, “I want to do it.” Benton was worried about the ménage à trois. He said, “Warren, what page are you on?”


“I’m on page twenty-five.”


“Wait till you get to page forty, then call me back.” Beatty called back an hour or so later, and he spoke words Benton had been waiting years to hear: “I’ve finished the script. I understand what you mean, but I still want to do it.”


Beatty optioned the script for $7,500. Later, his company, Tatira (his mother, Kathlyn, was called “Tat” as a child; his father’s name was Ira), paid Benton and Newman a writing fee of $75,000. Beatty was unsure whether he wanted to star in the film himself. The historical Clyde was very much a runt, and he imagined Bob Dylan in the role.


Having acted on impulse, Beatty started to worry he’d made a mistake—the story had been told before on film, the gangster genre was dead, etc. He returned to L.A., where he was living in the penthouse of the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. “He was walking around saying, ‘Should I do it?’” says writer-director Robert Towne, then a close friend. “He asked everybody, including the operators at the Beverly Wilshire.” Towne told him: “Go ahead.”


In 1966, the way you controlled a picture was to produce it. After his experience with Feldman, Beatty was determined to do just that, even though he knew that there was little or no precedent for an actor actually producing a picture. But in this, as in other ways, he set a precedent. On March 14, 1966, he sent the writers a note, imploring them to cut the script down for the purpose of resubmitting it to the studios. “Some of these clowns may forget that they’ve already read it,” he wrote. “Please make yourselves really unhappy. Cut off arms and legs, etc.... Pick an image of some executive that Lillian Ross might have written about and try to make him happy.”


Director after director turned Beatty down. Temperamentally cautious in the extreme, Beatty did not feel he was ready to direct it himself, especially when he was starring in the picture. He needed someone smart and talented, but also someone he could work with. Benton and Newman finally suggested Arthur Penn. They had been impressed by Mickey One, appreciated that it was an attempt to do a “European-American film.” According to Towne, “Penn was a court of last resort. Warren considered Mickey One highly affected and pretentious, but he thought quite rightly that Arthur was an immensely talented and intelligent man.” Beatty went to Penn not once but twice. He told Benton and Newman, “I don’t know if Arthur is going to want to work with me again, but I’m going to lock myself in a room with him and not let him out until he says yes.”


ARTHUR PENN WAS VIRTUALLY in hiding when Beatty called him. A slightly built, forty-three-year-old man of serious mien, he had come up in ’50s live television, and had achieved considerable success in the theater. He first went out to Hollywood in 1956, to Warners, where he made The Left-Handed Gun, a Billy the Kid story with Paul Newman and a Freudian spin. It was a dreadful experience for him. He recalls, “I finished shooting, they said, ‘Goodbye!’” He turned his footage over to an editor, and the next time Penn saw The Left-Handed Gun was months later on the bottom half of a double bill in New York.


After Mickey One flopped in 1965, Penn’s movie career spiraled downward. Hollywood was not a place for intellectuals, no matter how talented, and Penn suffered the kinds of humiliations routinely heaped on directors. First he was brutally kicked off The Train by the star, Burt Lancaster. Then producer Sam Spiegel took The Chase away from him in post-production and recut it.


Penn hit bottom, did nothing for a year and a half. It was at this moment that Beatty came knocking with Bonnie and Clyde. Like Beatty, he was hungry. “Beatty and I both had a sense that we were better than we had showed,” said Penn. Still, Penn did not much like the script. Beatty, however, would not be denied, and dragging his feet, Penn finally agreed.


While Benton, Newman, and Penn were working on the script, Beatty made a deal with production head Walter MacEwen at Warners. He said, “Look, just give me $200,000, and I’ll take a percentage of the gross.”*


“How much?”


“Well, 40 percent.”


“Fine.”


Although the deal would be a disaster for the studio, it didn’t look so bad at the time. Modestly budgeted pictures like Bonnie and Clyde were breaking even at about twice their cost. Warners didn’t expect Bonnie and Clyde to do very well, and according to their deal, Beatty wouldn’t see any money until the movie made almost three times the negative cost,† leaving a small cushion of profit for Warners.


Benton and Newman, babes in toyland, went out to L.A. in July 1966 for ten days to work on the script. They went up to Beatty’s penthouse suite in the Beverly Wilshire, aptly called El Escondido (the Hideaway), where he lived alone. It was small, consisting of two rooms filled with a disorder of books, scripts, records, half-eaten sandwiches, and a slew of room service trays piled against the door or buried amid the debris of phone messages and crumpled typing paper, and a piano. Outside was a good-sized terrace covered with Astroturf on which he lay in the sun reading, or looking out over the shopping district of Beverly Hills and, on a clear day, the sprawling homes rising above Sunset Boulevard in the distance. Beatty drove them around in his black Lincoln Continental convertible with red leather upholstery, one of four cars with which the Ford Motor Company supplied him every year. Every time he turned on the radio, they’d hear “Guantanamera.” At the time, Beatty was seeing Maya Plisetskaya, the Russian ballerina. She was older than he, and stunningly beautiful, great bone structure, no makeup, no jewelry, dressed simply and unpretentiously in plain blouses and slacks. As Stella Adler, Beatty’s former acting teacher is reputed to have said, “They’re madly in love, but of course neither can understand a word the other is saying.”


Beatty shepherded Benton and Newman through their encounters with Mac-Ewen. “Warren said, ‘He’s going to say this, I’ll say that, then he’s gonna say this, then Arthur will say that,’” recalls Newman. “We went in, and it went exactly the way Warren said it was going to happen. It was like the Twilight Zone.” But Warner tried to back out at the last minute. He was unhappy that Penn and Beatty had populated the cast with unknowns. He memoed Mac-Ewen, saying, “Who wants to see the rise and fall of a couple of rats. Am sorry I did not read the script before I said yes.... This era went out with Cagney.” About a month before they were to begin production, Penn, too, tried to back out. He felt the script problems had not, could not, be solved. Beatty refused to let him go, and brought in Towne for a polish.


ROBERT TOWNE, three years Beatty’s senior, was born Robert Schwartz in 1934, and spent his early years in San Pedro, just south of L.A., where his father, Lou, had a small ladies clothing store called the Towne Smart Shop. His mother, Helen, was a great beauty, something of a trophy wife. He had a brother, Roger, who was about six years younger. San Pedro, a blue-collar fishing port, was a romantic venue for someone like Towne, and years later in interviews he always gave the impression he grew up there, but in fact, his father, who changed the family name to Towne, had gotten into real estate and reinvented himself, becoming a successful developer. He moved the family to Rolling Hills, a gated community in the most affluent part of affluent Palos Verdes, where everyone had horses. Towne went to an exclusive private school, Chadwick, and then moved to Brentwood as a teenager. He grew up to be tall and athletic, but it took him a while to find his look. By the ’60s, his hair had already begun to thin. He grew it long and brushed it to the side, concealing his receding hairline. Towne’s melancholic, hang-dog expression and pale, feverish eyes, along with the Talmudic slope of his shoulders gave him a rabbinical cast he could never entirely shake.


Towne had an appealing personality. He was a sweet, gentle, self-effacing man. In a town full of dropouts, where few read books, he was unusually literate. He had a real feel for the fine points of plot, the nuances of dialogue, had the ability to explain and contextualize film in the body of Western drama and literature.


Before the ’70s, screenwriters were disposable. If a project was going badly, the studio would throw another writer on the fire. Even they didn’t take themselves seriously. Towne’s was the first generation of Hollywood writers for whom scripts were ends in themselves, not way stations on the road to the great American novel. Towne’s forte was dialogue. “He had this ability, in every page he wrote and rewrote, to leave a sense of moisture on the page, as if he just breathed on it in some way,” says producer Gerald Ayres, who would hire him to write The Last Detail. “There was always something that jostled your sensibilities, that made the reading of the page not just a perception of plot, but the feeling that something accidental and true to the life of a human being had happened there.”


Towne was a wonderful talker, but he could be didactic and long-winded, and many found him self-absorbed. Says David Geffen, who came to know Towne well, “Bob was a very talented writer, although an extraordinarily boring man. He always talked about himself. He used to go to Catalina to write, and he would describe to you in endless detail watching the cows shit.”


Towne broke into the business writing for television, then wrote for Roger Corman, who was producing exploitation flicks for American International Pictures (AIP) and became celebrated for allowing many of the movie brats to pass through his shoot-today-edit-tomorrow low-budget motion picture academy. Towne claims he and Beatty, then in their twenties, first met as one was entering, the other leaving the office of Dr. Martin Grotjahn, their common psychoanalyst. Towne had a script, a Western called The Long Ride Home that Corman wanted to direct. Beatty happened to read it, thought about playing the lead. Recalls Towne, “He set up a meeting with Roger, which was unusual, because Roger was doing his quickies with five-day production schedules, and Warren had worked with Kazan. He asked to look at an example of Roger’s work. Roger showed him The Tomb of Ligeia that I had written for him. This was not something that endeared Roger, as a director, to Warren. Warren said, ‘Look, I feel like I’m about to get married, and the bride is just beautiful, but then I learn she’s been a hooker for eight years.’” Beatty declined the picture, but liked Towne, and they came to be fast friends. They talked on the phone daily, sometimes more.


Both Towne and Beatty were great students of medicine, and Towne became a fast draw with the PDR (Physicians’ Desk Reference), the bible of pharmaceuticals. At one point, the two men, along with Jack Nicholson, semiseriously entertained the notion of finding an outstanding premed student, putting him (even better, her) through medical school, and then maintaining him as their own personal doctor, always on call.


Famously hypochondriacal in later years, Towne was worrying about his health even then. He had backaches and allergies. When most people get a cold, they ignore it. Towne was at the doctor in a wink, before the phlegm surfaced at the back of his throat, worried that his sniffles might portend something worse, a cat’s-paw for the murky nimbus of illness that he imagined surrounded him. His allergies were so debilitating he said they kept him scriptdoctoring, too weak to write originals. He was allergic to different things at different times. One day it would be molds and spores, then soy, the carpets in his home, an acacia tree in the backyard, which he insisted be chopped down. He thought he had a thyroid disorder. He was allergic to wine and cheese, even damp weather. Later he bought a special air filter, the kind hospitals use in burn rooms to keep out bacteria.


Towne started work on Bonnie and Clyde, and labored for three weeks during preproduction. “Both Warren and Arthur judged the script to be in trouble,” he recalls. They objected to the ménage a trois. Beatty liked to play against his image, but he said, “Let me tell you one thing right now: I ain’t gonna play no fag.” He thought the audience wouldn’t accept it. “They’re going to piss all over my leg,” he said, using one of his favorite expressions. Benton and Newman didn’t get it. “We were trying to make a French movie, and those were issues that never bothered Truffaut,” says Benton. But Penn told them, “You’re making a mistake, guys, because these characters are out there far enough. They kill people and rob banks. If you want the audience to identify with them, you’re going to lose that immediately if you say this guy is homosexual. It’s going to destroy the movie.” Benton and Newman came around, made Clyde impotent instead. Towne agreed. “None of us felt we had to avoid a taboo,” he says. “We just felt we couldn’t dramatically resolve relationships that complex, and still rob banks and kill people. You just run out of time. You look at Jules and Jim, and it takes a whole movie to go from Tinker to Evers to Chance. Without the action and the violence.”


Towne’s primary contribution was to move some scenes around. There’s a pivotal moment in which the gang picks up an undertaker (Gene Wilder). They’re all fooling around in the car, high on the excitement of robbing banks, until someone asks the man what he does. He tells them. The disclosure palpably dampens their spirits, underlined when Bonnie says, “Get him out of here.” The scene originally appeared toward the end, after Bonnie visits her mother. Towne moved it up, to a point before she sees her mother, so that it emphasizes the dark cloud of doom that hovers over the gang, and makes the subsequent reunion with her family a bittersweet occasion, not a happy one, the way Benton and Newman had it. He also wrote a tag line for Bonnie’s mother, a cold shower on the sentimentality of the sequence. After Bonnie expresses their desire to settle down nearby, Mother Parker says, “You try to live three miles from me, and you won’t live long, honey.”


Says Towne, “When I was a kid, I noticed four things about movies: the characters could always find parking spaces at every hour of the day and night, they never got change in restaurants, and husbands and wives never slept in the same bed. Women went to sleep with their makeup on and woke with it unmussed. I thought to myself, I’m never going to do that. In Bonnie and Clyde—although I don’t think it was my doing—Bonnie counts out every penny of change, and C.W. gets stuck in a parking place and has a hard time making a getaway.”


By the time they were ready to go on location, the script revisions were finished, and Towne’s job was done. Beatty asked him if he had any ideas for new projects. Ever since What’s New, Pussycat? got away from him, Beatty wanted to return to the same territory, the story of the compulsive Don Juan. Towne had been thinking about updating a Restoration comedy by William Wycherley called The Country Wife, which concerns a man who convinces his friends he’s been rendered impotent by his doctor, so they trust him with their wives, foolishly, as it turns out. Towne had met a friend of a friend, a hairdresser who was heterosexual, shattering his preconceptions about hairdressers. What better way to update Wycherley than to make the character a hairdresser, whom everyone assumes is gay. Beatty liked Towne’s idea, and hired him to write the script, for $25,000. Towne would accompany him to the set of Bonnie and Clyde in Dallas and write there. The working title was Hair. Later, it would become Shampoo.


Bonnie and Clyde was cast out of New York, the site of a revolution in casting almost single-handedly carried out by Marion Dougherty. When she started working, in the early ’60s, casting was still in the dark ages. “It was like ordering Chinese dinner,” says Dougherty. “They had all these people under contract, so you selected one from column A and one from column B.” By the late ’60s things weren’t much better. Explains Nessa Hyams, who was trained by Dougherty, “Most of the casting people were in L.A., and were middle-aged, ex-service-men, functionaries. Their idea of casting was to call the agents, who brought all the kids in—they were very similar in look and style, sort of nondescript, blond hair, blue-eyed kind of thing. Marion went to the theater, so she always knew who the new up-and-coming people were. There were a lot of young actors running around New York not yet discovered.”


Penn and Beatty didn’t need Dougherty, because both had worked in the theater and live television—which became the gene pool for the New Hollywood. The cast was filled with actors out of this milieu: Gene Hackman, Michael J. Pollard, and Estelle Parsons. Outside of Beatty and Faye Dunaway, who had been hired to play Bonnie, none of the cast remotely resembled movie stars. Hackman had an average, Midwestern look; Parsons was plain; and by conventional standards, the rubbery-featured, moon-faced Pollard looked like a sideshow attraction. In short, they resembled real people.


From a casting point of view, the other turning point, being prepped around the same time, was The Graduate. In the book, the Braddocks and their friends, including the notorious Mrs. Robinson, were WASPs. Director Mike Nichols had indeed tried to go that route, offering Mrs. Robinson to Doris Day, who turned it down, saying, “It offended my sense of values.” He read Robert Redford and Candice Bergen. But Nichols’s instincts told him there was something off. “When I saw his test, I told Redford that he could not, at that point in his life, play a loser like Benjamin, ‘cause nobody would ever buy it. He said, ‘I don’t understand,’ and I said, ‘Well, let me put it to you another way: Have you ever struck out with a girl?’ And he said, ‘What do you mean?’ It made my point.” Nichols turned the families into Beverly Hills Jews, and gave the part to Dustin Hoffman instead. Choosing Hoffman over Redford was very bold indeed. The picture’s huge success launched Hoffman’s career, which in turn opened the floodgates for the ethnic actors from New York.


The most remarkable thing about the production of Bonnie and Clyde was that it was shot on location in Texas, far from the heavy hand of the studio, and Beatty had to fight for it. He wanted to know the whys and the wherefores of everything Penn did, and he had plenty of his own ideas as well. Says Parsons, “Warren and Arthur would argue about every shot. We used to go to our dressing rooms and wait and wait.” Towne had become close to Penn as well as Beatty. “I was this sort of buffer between them,” he says. “For example, Arthur had this scene that he wanted to do with Bonnie and Clyde, pretending what it would be like when they were dead. Warren came to me and said, ‘You can’t write that fuckin’ scene, ‘cause it’s a fuckin’ pretentious piece of shit.’ I thought, Well, maybe I’ll try and make it work; it’s only paper. I kept trying to make it work, and it never looked particularly good, and Warren kept yelling at me about it. ‘We can’t pamper him! How can you do this?’


“My theory about that was—there’s this joke about the guy who gets VD during the Korean War. The American doctor says, ‘This particular form of VD is just untreatable, and the only thing we can do, ‘cause you’re going to get gangrene, is amputate it.’ The guy says, ‘You can’t do that.’ He hears about some strange medicine man in the hills. He finds the medicine man and shows him his problem. The medicine man says, ‘The American doctors, they say cut?’ He says, ‘Yeah, yeah. No cut?’ The medicine man says, ‘No, no, wait two weeks, fall off by itself.’ What I felt was, in two weeks it would fall off by itself. Once Arthur had a chance to see the dailies and gain some confidence, he would not want to shoot the scene. And he didn’t.”


When Beatty wasn’t acting, producing, or arguing with Penn, he was in his Winnebago. Girls clambered in and out at all hours of the day and night. The cast and crew watched it rock back and forth like a ship upon the sea.


Beatty and Penn, Benton and Newman had all agreed that the violence should shock. The bullets should hurt not only the characters, but the audience as well. “It used to be that you couldn’t shoot somebody and see them hit in the same frame; there had to be a cut,” explains Penn. “We said, ‘Let’s not repeat what the studios have done for so long. It has to be in-your-face.’”


But at the end, Penn wanted a different effect. The idea of doing the controversial climax, wherein Bonnie and Clyde are mowed down by the law in a hail of bullets in slow motion like grotesquely tumbling marionettes, was Penn’s. He explains, “Remember, this was the time of Marshall McLuhan. The idea was to use the medium as a narrative device. I wanted to take the film away from the relatively squalid quality of the story into something a little more balletic. I wanted closure.” When a piece of Clyde’s head is blown away by a bullet, Penn wanted it to remind audiences of the Kennedy assassination.


The production returned from location in the spring of 1967. By June, the cutting was nearly done, and Beatty showed it to Warner at the screening room in the mogul’s palatial home on Angelo Drive. Warner wouldn’t sit in a warm seat, so if the room were used before he used it, his chair was off limits. He was famous for his weak bladder. “I’ll tell ya something right now,” he said, turning to Penn. “If I have to go pee, the picture stinks.” The movie was about two hours, ten minutes. They still needed to take about fifteen minutes out of it. The film started, and five or six minutes in, Warner excused himself. He returned to his seat for another reel, and then he relieved himself again. And again. Finally the lights went up, bathing the Renoirs and Monets hanging on the walls in a soft glow. There was a dead silence. “What the fuck is this?” asked Warner. Silence. “How long was that picture?” Son-in-law Bill Orr said, “Colonel, it was two hours and ten minutes.” Replied Warner, “That’s the longest two hours and ten minutes I ever spent. It’s a three-piss picture!” Beatty and Penn didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Beatty tried to explain the picture to Warner. He spoke with painful deliberation, his sentences swallowed by the ominous silence that filled the room. Finally, grasping at straws, he said, “You know what, Jack? This is really kind of a homage to the Warner Brothers gangster films of the ’30s, you know?” Warner replied, “What the fuck’s a homage?”


They screened the film for Father Sullivan of the Catholic Legion of Decency. He swore Dunaway didn’t have any panties on in the opening scene where she runs down the stairs. Recalled Beatty, “He kept running the film back and forth, saying, ‘Oh no, that’s her breast!’ And we’d say, ‘No, Father, it’s just her dress, it’s silk.’ And he’d say, ‘No, no, I see her breast! Wait, I think I see a nipple!’ We’d say, ‘No, no, that’s just a button.’”


A few weeks later, Warner went to New York, where he announced the sale of his stake in the studio to Seven Arts Productions, a tiny film packager for television, for $183,942,000, a case of the minnow swallowing the whale. Warner personally cashed out with $32 million. Eliot Hyman became the new CEO; his son, Kenny, who produced The Hill and The Dirty Dozen for MGM, became head of production, with a three-year contract. The new owners retained Benny Kalmenson, Warner’s number two, as well as marketing executive Richard Lederer and Joe Hyams, who worked for Lederer. Kenny Hyman immediately announced he would woo directors by giving them more artistic control. He picked up Sam Peckinpah for two films, The Wild Bunch and The Ballad of Cable Hogue, after the director had been virtually blackballed for drunkenness, disrespect, and other crimes against the studio system. And he gave a young in-house writer a shot at directing a Fred Astaire musical, Finian’s Rainbow.


IF BONNIE AND CLYDE was one of the last pictures of the old Warner regime, Finian’s Rainbow was one of the first pictures of the new Hyman regime. Just as Beatty was finishing up, Francis Ford Coppola, who had gone to film school at UCLA, set to work. The year before, Coppola had directed his first serious feature, You’re a Big Boy Now, from his own script, adapted from a novel by David Benedictus. Says John Ptak, who also went to UCLA and became an agent, “Ninety percent of the directors started as writers because there was no way that you were gonna be a director. Nothing. Nada. The only thing that these guys really had was the ability to tell a story.” You’re a Big Boy Now was regarded as nothing less than a miracle. “In those years, it was unheard of for a young fellow to make a feature film,” Coppola recalled. “I was the first one!” Those who followed worshipped him. “Francis was our idol,” says actress Margot Kidder. “If we could meet Francis, that was as close to God as one could get.”


When Coppola had gone to UCLA in 1963, the film departments were ghettos for slackers and shirkers. USC’s was housed in an old stable; UCLA’s was quartered in Quonset huts left over from World War II. “It wasn’t considered a serious major,” recalls screenwriter Willard Huyck, who entered USC in 1965. “You’d be walking by the film school, they’d grab you and say, ‘You want to be a filmmaker?’ It was very easy to get into.” The other motivating factor was, of course, the Vietnam War. Explains sound designer Walter Murch, “We had all gone to film school because we were interested in film, but it was also this bubble of refuge from being drafted.”


At the age of twenty-eight, Coppola was a hefty five foot eleven, bearded, wore horn-rims with glass-brick lenses. He was terminally rumpled, as if he had slept in his clothes. This was his Fidel Castro phase, and he generally wore fatigues, boots, and a cap. He took Finian’s Rainbow, which came with a rock-bottom budget for a musical, a cast already in place, and a strong producer, against his better judgment. He explained, “Musical comedy was something that I had been raised with in my family, and I thought, frankly, that my father would be impressed.”


One day in the summer of 1967, he noticed a slight, reticent young man of twenty-three, also bearded, hanging about the edges of the set, watching the ancient crew totter about its job. He wore the same outfit every day: jeans and a white shirt with a button-down collar, tails out. George Lucas was the USC star whose student short, THX:1138:4EB/Electronic Labyrinth had taken first prize at the third National Student Film Festival in 1968, and whose Warners internship allowed him to do essentially whatever he wanted on the lot for six months. Lucas intended to apprentice in Warners’ legendary animation department—Tex Avery, Chuck Jones—but like most everything else at the studio, it had been closed down, and he gravitated to Coppola’s set, the only sign of life on the lot.


Lucas was almost pathologically shy—particularly with adults. When he began dating the woman he would eventually marry, Marcia Griffin, it was months before she could extract his place of birth. “It was really hard to get him to speak at all,” she recalls. I used to say, ‘Well, George, where’ya from?’


“ ‘Hmm. California.’


“ ‘Oh, okay, where in California?’


“ ‘Umm... Northern California.’


“ ‘Where in Northern California?’


“ ‘Just up north, the San Francisco area.’ He would never volunteer anything about himself. Very private, very quiet.” But with Coppola, Lucas could talk movies, and Francis recognized a kindred spirit. He was the only other “beard” on the lot, the only other film student, the only person under sixty—almost.


Lucas was thrilled to meet Coppola, who was already a legend among the USC film students. Says Murch, “Because of his personality he actually succeeded in getting his hand on the doorknob and flinging open the door, and suddenly there was a crack of light, and you could see that one of us, a film student without any connections to the film business, had put one foot in front of another and actually made the transition from being a film student to being somebody who made a feature film sponsored by one of the studios.”


But after two weeks watching Coppola struggle with Finian’s Rainbow, Lucas decided he’d seen enough. Coppola was annoyed: “What do you mean, you’re leaving? Aren’t I entertaining enough? Have you learned everything you’re going to learn watching me direct?” He offered him a slot on the production. Lucas, too, fell under Coppola’s spell.


However, Coppola was under the thumb of producer Joe Landon. The young director hated the idea of shooting on the lot, wanted to go on location in Kentucky where the story was set, but of course the studio refused, and unlike Beatty, he didn’t have enough clout to get his way. Toward the end of production, he broke free, went up to the Bay Area with some actors, a skeleton crew, and shot guerrilla style.


Coppola’s methods were so unorthodox, he always felt his days were numbered. Recalls Milius, “Francis had this closet in the producer’s building. He was stealing film stock and equipment and putting them in there. He said, ‘Someday when they finally throw me out of here, we’ll have enough and we can make another film’”


BONNIE AND CLYDE was finished early in the summer of 1967. The studio guys had snickered through the screening of the rough cut, and Lederer knew they were going to bury it. It wasn’t even on the schedule. The head of distribution was a man named Morey “Razz” Goldstein. Without having seen the picture, Goldstein decided to release it on September 22 at a drive-in in Denton, Texas. “September, in those days, was the worst time of the year to send out a picture,” says Lederer. “It was just throwing it away.” One day in New York, Lederer got a call from a guy who worked at the studio doing trailers for him. He said, “I just saw a rough cut of Bonnie and Clyde; it’s dynamite, a special movie.” Lederer went to Kalmenson, said, “Benny, listen. Don’t lock in Bonnie and Clyde just yet. Let’s take a look at it before we make our decision. There’s a rough cut available. Warren will scream, but I can get it sneaked in overnight.”


The next afternoon, Lederer screened the picture for himself and his staff. He was knocked out. He went over to Goldstein’s office, found the four division managers in a meeting. Goldstein said, “Dick, we’ve seen the movie, and we’re sticking with our original schedule. But I tell you what we’d like to do, one of those great country premieres in Denton. You get the old cars and raise hell, and you bring Warren, and Arthur and Faye, and we’ll have a great time.” Lederer was furious. He turned to the division managers and said, “Listen. No problem getting the old cars, but that’s about all I can get. The only place Warren is gonna go when he hears what you’re doing is into this office with a knife, to cut off your balls, one by one.” He got up and walked out.


Meanwhile, the first public screening was held at the old Directors Guild building on Sunset. Beatty invited the giants of Hollywood, the men he had cultivated—Charlie Feldman, Sam Spiegel, Jean Renoir, George Stevens, Billy Wilder, Fred Zinnemann, Sam Goldwyn, Bill Goetz, and so on. It was a nervy thing to do, and his friends told him he was crazy because there was nothing this crowd liked more than sticking it to some poor schmuck who was starring in a movie he was producing—must be some kind of vanity thing. The day before, Rex Reed’s nasty “Will the Real Warren Beatty Please Shut Up” had appeared in Esquire. Beatty was humiliated, and still depressed about the piece. He sat through the film out of sorts, barely looking at it. Bonnie and Clyde concluded with its balletic ambush. “In those days, people were not getting their heads blown off with hundreds of thousands of squibs in every scene,” says Beatty. “It was as violent a piece of film as had ever been in movies.” There was a long silence, which seemed to him like an eternity. Then the entire audience erupted in cheers. Ten rows behind him, somebody stood up and said, “Well, Warren Beatty just shoved it up our ass.”


On the basis of this and other screenings, Beatty fought for better playdates. Goldstein was obdurate, said, “You guys are all crazy with this movie, give up on it already.” But Beatty did not give up. Joe Hyams persuaded him and Penn that the Montreal Film Festival was the appropriate place for the premiere. “I remembered they had a picture called Mickey One, a piece of shit, and the only place in the world it succeeded was in Canada,” recalls Hyams. “I said, ‘That picture made it in Canada! This picture can make it in Canada!’ “Bonnie and Clyde premiered worldwide at the Montreal International Film Festival at Expo ’67, on Friday, August 4.


“What a reaction. It was incredible,” recalls Lederer. “There were fourteen curtain calls for the stars, there was a standing ovation. After it was all over, Warren was on the bed in his suite with a girl on either side, dressed, but cuddling up to him. There was this nice young French girl who was the macher of the film festival. Warren said to this girl, ‘Listen, honey, where is the wildest spot in Montreal? I want to go there tonight.’ She said, ‘Mr. Beatty, this is the wildest spot in Montreal!’”


In New York, Bonnie and Clyde opened at the Murray Hill and the Forum, on 47th Street and Broadway, on August 13, right in the middle of the Summer of Love, a few weeks after riots leveled the ghettos of Detroit and Newark. Bosley Crowther had seen the picture in Montreal, and hated it. His review in the New York Times was devastating. He called it “a cheap piece of bald-faced slapstick that treats the hideous depredations of that sleazy, moronic pair as though they were as full of fun and frolic as the jazz-age cut-ups in Thoroughly Modern Millie.”


Print critics had considerably more influence then than they do now. Movies opened slowly, starting in New York and L.A. and moving outward to the hinterlands at a leisurely pace, like ripples in a pond, and therefore their success depended on reviews and word of mouth, as well as print ads. Still, movie reviewing was not taken seriously. It was a gentleman’s sport, dominated by Crowther’s middle-brow taste. A bad review from him could kill a picture. Lately he had been on a tear against violence in movies, slagging not only Robert Aldrich’s The Dirty Dozen, but John Boorman’s Point Blank for their lack of redeeming social value. Crowther repeated his attack on Bonnie and Clyde on two successive weekends in the Sunday Entertainment section. “I was scared to death of his power and the fact that his review made me look bad,” says Lederer. “It really hurt me.”


Benton and Newman and their families had rented a house in Bridgehampton for the summer. Benton told Sally, “Look, it’s just another movie. It’s been a big part of our lives, but you can’t expect anything.” Then he read Crowther’s attack and thought, “It’s not even going to last two weeks.” The rest of the notices—especially the influential Time and Newsweek reviews—were nearly as savage as Crowther’s. Joe Morgenstern, writing in Newsweek, called the film “a squalid shoot-’em-up for the moron trade.” But the Times began to receive letters from people who had seen the film and liked it. What’s more, Pauline Kael loved Bonnie and Clyde.


Kael was a tiny, birdlike woman, who looked like she might have been the registrar at a small New England college for women. Her unremarkable appearance belied a passion for disputation and a veritable genius for invective. Her writing fairly crackled with electricity, love of movies, and the excitement of discovery. Emerging in middle age from the shadows of Berkeley art houses where she wrote mimeographed program notes for a coterie of whey-faced devotees, Kael blinked in the glare of the New York media world, then went to work. She shunned politics, but something of a New Left agenda nevertheless found its way into her reviews. Her version of the antiwar movement’s hatred of the “system” was a deep mistrust of the studios and a well-developed sense of Us versus Them. She wrote about the collision between the directors and the executives with the passion of Marx writing about class conflict.


Kael was very much the activist, very much the filmmakers’ advocate. Like Sarris, she was not merely writing service pieces advising readers how to spend their Saturday nights. The two reviewers were waging war on “Crowtherism,” as they called it, soldiers in a battle against Philistinism. At the same time, they would convince the intelligentsia that Hollywood “movies,” which had always been déclassé—William Faulkner and F. Scott Fitzgerald had gone slumming when they went to Hollywood—could be art.


What Kael was saying was fundamentally sensible, but her sympathies left her vulnerable to the ballad of the helpless artist, a sad song that more than one director, hungry for a favorable review, was ready to sing. Says writer-actor Buck Henry, “Everyone knew that Kael was feedable, that if you sat next to her, got her drunk, and fed her some lines, you could get them replayed in some other form.”


Kael saw right away that Warners was too hidebound to understand what they had in Bonnie and Clyde. It was a situation tailored to her talents. She weighed in with a nine-thousand-word review that The New Republic, for which she was writing at the time, refused to print. It ended up in The New Yorker, and secured her a regular spot there. In her review, she said that “Bonnie and Clyde is the most excitingly American American movie since The Manchurian Candidate. The audience is alive to it.” But more than that, she conducted a campaign to rehabilitate the film. Kael had acolytes—critics who followed her lead and would later be dubbed “Paulettes”—and she mobilized the troops. Rumor had it that she persuaded Morgenstern to see the picture over again. A week later, he published an unprecedented recantation.


“The Pauline Kael review was the best thing that ever happened to Benton and myself,” recalls Newman. “She put us on the map. This was a genre gangster film in its broad outline, not a highly respected genre. What she did was say to people, ‘You can look at this seriously, it doesn’t have to be an Antonioni film about alienated people walking on a beach in black and white for it to be a work of art.’” Adds Towne, “Without her, Bonnie and Clyde would have died the death of a fuckin’ dog.” Giving a major share of the credit to the writers, Kael slighted Beatty, dismissed him as a middling actor. He called Kael, charmed her. When she finally met him, some time later, at a screening of a documentary on Penn, she says “he came on very strong to my daughter, who was a teenager at the time.”


Benny Kalmenson, a holdover from the Warners regime, was a former steel-worker, a squat, heavyset man who, like many Warners executives, dressed like a mobster from one of the studio’s famous gangster pictures. “He was always saying, fuckin’ Warner this, fuckin’ Warner that—every other word was fuck, fuck, fuck,” recalls Lederer. “He was a streetfighter.” When Kalmenson finally saw the picture, his reaction was simple, “It’s a piece of fucking shit!” Furious, Beatty followed him into his office, said, “Let me pay you for this negative and I’ll give you a profit.” Kalmanson looked at him as if he were a termite, replied, “Ah, get the fuck outta here, Warren, where the fuck are you gonna get two fuckin’ million dollars?” Beatty said, “I can get it, don’t worry.” Later, Beatty thought, They’re beginning to take me seriously. They know they can get out of it if they want to.


But it didn’t matter. Bonnie and Clyde opened in Denton, Texas, on September 13, went wide through the South and Southwest the next day. After two weeks, it was shoved aside by a high-profile Seven Arts production, Reflections in a Golden Eye, with Marlon Brando, that Seven Arts had booked into Bonnie and Clyde’s theaters before it had purchased Warners. (Coppola had worked on the script.) “In effect,” says Beatty, “to have kept Bonnie and Clyde going would have lost them the theaters for Reflections!”


Bonnie and Clyde did no better than fair business in New York. Lederer went to Kalmanson, implored him to pull the rest of the September dates to give word of mouth time to build. “I really think this man was beginning to have an inkling that the business was passing him by,” recalls Lederer. “This was a watershed movie for him, because he knew he blew it. But he was stubborn, a man of iron will. I thought he’d kill me. He cursed me—‘I don’t want to hear any more about this fuckin’ Bonnie and Clyde, I’m not taking anything out of release, I’ve got eighteen pictures to put out, it’s gonna stay where it is, goddamn it!’ And it did. And it died. It was finished by the end of October. I was discouraged by that September opening, after we’d broke our asses, so I gave up on the picture. I had done my best; I never felt it could be resurrected. I really didn’t.”


•


AROUND THIS TIME, Peter Fonda was in Toronto attending a Canadian exhibitors convention, doing his bit to flog his latest AIP picture, The Trip, from a script by Jack Nicholson. At the time, he was the John Wayne of biker flicks, having starred in AIP’s biggest hit, The Wild Angels, which had pulled in a nice $10 million gross on a $360,000 budget. Fonda, looking elegant in a custom-made double-breasted suit, despite the conspicuous absence of socks and shoes, was seated next to Jacqueline Bisset. “I’d always wanted to fuck her,” he says. “She asked me, with this devastating smile, ‘Peter, how come you don’t have any shoes or socks on?’ I smiled back at her and said, ‘It’s because I can put my foot up under your dress, Jackie,’ and my foot was on its way up her leg. ‘Don’t!’ she shrieked. ‘Stop it!’ Then I heard, ‘Gentlemen, Peter Fonda.’ ‘Excuse me, Jackie. That’s me.’” Fonda made his way to the podium, made a few halfhearted remarks, accepted an engraved gold Zippo lighter, and retreated to his red-flocked room at the Lakeshore Motel to sign hundreds of glossies for the wives, children, and friends of the exhibitors.


“I was a little bit loaded, and I looked at... a photograph from The Wild Angels of me and Bruce Dern on a chop,” he recalled. “Suddenly I thought, that’s it, that’s the modern Western; two cats just riding across the country... and maybe they make a big score, see, so they have a lot of money. And they’re gonna cross the country and go retire to Florida... When a couple of duck poachers in a truck rip them off ’cause they don’t like the way they look.”


It was 4:30 in the morning, and the only person crazy enough to get the idea was Dennis Hopper. Although the two men often feuded, Fonda and Hopper were best of friends. It was 1:30 in the morning in L.A. Fonda called Hopper, woke him up. “Now listen to this, man...”


“Wow, that’s a hell of a story. What are you going to do with it?”


“Well, I figure you direct it, I produce it, we’ll both write it, and both star in it, save some money.”


“You’d let me direct it, man?”


“Well, I surely am not ready to direct it and you want to direct and I like your energy, yeah, I want you to direct it.”


According to Hopper, he and Peter had promised each other they would not become biker stars, were meant for better things, so he was not enthusiastic. But so far nothing better had presented itself, and this film was a lock, since Fonda had a three-picture deal at AIP. Dennis’s response was, “Peter, did they say they’d give you the money?”


“Yeah.”


“Then I think it’s a great fuckin’ idea!” They debated what the drug score should be. Hopper said, “Peter, we couldn’t carry enough grass on bikes that’s gonna make anybody able to retire. That’s a stupid fucking score. It’s got to be something else.”


“What about heroin?”


“It’s got a bad connotation. A terrible idea. Why not cocaine?” Cocaine it was. “I picked cocaine because it was the drug of kings,’ recalls Hopper. “I had gotten it from Benny Shapiro, the music promoter, who had gotten it from Duke Ellington.” In those days, no one dreamed cocaine was habit forming. Since it wasn’t available on the street, and it was very expensive, it was scarce. (In the movie, they used baking soda.)


Fonda’s call couldn’t have come at a better moment for Hopper. He had hit rock bottom. A wild and disheveled sometime actor, talented photographer, and pioneering collector of Pop Art, a former pal and acolyte of James Dean, whom he had met on the set of Rebel Without a Cause, Hopper had been blackballed for crossing swords with director Henry Hathaway. He was in the habit of buttonholing studio types at parties and hectoring them about the industry—it was rotting from within, it was dead—the Ancient Mariner on acid. He kept saying, “Heads are going to roll, the old order is going to fall, all you dinosaurs are going to die.” He argued that Hollywood had to be run on socialist principles, that what was needed was an infusion of money channeled to young people like himself. He recalled, “I was desperate. I’d nail a producer in a corner and demand to know, ‘Why am I not directing? Why am I not acting?’ Who wants to deal with a maniac like that?” They smirked, moved away. “New York and Hollywood are hard for me, where you have to go and sit in a producer’s lap at those parties,” confessed Hopper. “I try to be polite and courteous, and then sure enough, I get pissed off and blow it. Let’s face it, I can’t stay on my best behavior for long. I don’t have the social amenities to make it or enjoy it.”


Hopper was living in L.A. with his wife, Brooke Hayward. Brooke was the daughter of agent-producer Leland Hayward and actress Margaret Sullavan—who had once been married to Henry Fonda. She was about as close as Hopper would ever get to Old Hollywood royalty. Brooke was in the middle of an affair with designer Richard Sylbert when she met Hopper while they were both acting in an off-Broadway show called Mandingo in 1961. Her stepmother of the moment, Pamela Churchill Hayward, later Pamela Harriman, was perennially matchmaking, trying to fix her up with eligible males, “the son of General Pershing, that kind of shit,” says her brother, Bill. “I think Brooke brought Dennis around just to shock her.” But she was in love. “He was an incredibly colorful character in those days,” recalls Brooke, “a sweetheart.”


The same year, the beauty and the beast got married and moved to L.A. Brooke had two children from a previous marriage, and in April 1962, they had a baby girl they named Marin. But the honeymoon was not to last. Even as a young man, Hopper had been a dedicated drinker, having developed a taste for beer at the tender age of twelve when he was out harvesting wheat on his grandfather’s farm in Kansas. During the ’60s, it got worse. Recalls Brooke, “We didn’t have a lot of alcohol in the house, because if we did, Dennis would finish it off in minutes. He’d even drink the cooking sherry.”


Brooke attributes the beginning of his decline to the first love-in in San Francisco in 1966, where he got into acid in a big way. When he got back, she continues, “he had a three-day growth of beard, he was filthy, his hair was crazy—he’d started growing a ponytail—he had one of those horrible mandalas around his neck, and his eyes were blood red. Dennis was altered forever.”


It was right after the love-in that he broke her nose, the first time he’d ever hit her. “It wasn’t a big deal, but it did make me think twice about ever getting into an argument with him,” says Brooke. “And after that, it was like opening the floodgates.” One night, she drove from their home on North Crescent Heights down to a theater on La Cienega in her yellow Checker cab to watch Dennis rehearse his part in a Michael McClure play, The Beard. Hopper was playing Billy the Kid, who, in the words of Peter Fonda, “rips off Jean Harlow’s panties and eats her out—in heaven.” Hopper was nervous about performing in front of an audience. “He was completely crazy,” Brooke recalls. “After the performance, I said, ‘I’ve left the children alone, I’ve got to go home.’ He said, ‘No, I don’t want you to leave.’ I got back into the car, and he jumped on the hood, and kicked the windshield in, in front of about ten people. I was scared, and I had to drive home with no windshield.” (Hopper says he doesn’t recall the incident.)


Inclined toward paranoia to begin with, Hopper was becoming more so under the influence of alcohol and chemicals. He imagined himself persecuted like Jesus Christ, dying in his thirty-third year. Even his friends were afraid of him, thought he had a loose screw.


Needless to say, Dennis wasn’t a barrel of fun to live with. He was extremely jealous, particularly of Sylbert. But Brooke was faithful, at least partly because, as she says, “I was scared to death of Dennis, it would have been suicidal, he would try to strangle me,” and partly because she had her hands full taking care of her three kids. He would often fall asleep drunk with a lit cigarette between his fingers, starting fires. “One time I woke up, the room was full of smoke, there was Dennis lying in bed, and there were flames coming out all over,” Brooke remembers. “I pushed him out of the bed so he didn’t catch on fire. Sometimes I’ve regretted that, often wondered what would have happened if I hadn’t.”


Whiskey and drugs were part of Hopper’s artistic program. He saw himself in the great tradition of boozing actors going back to the early days of film, John Barrymore and W.C. Fields. Dennis liked to quote Van Gogh saying he drank for a whole summer before he discovered his famous yellow pigment.


Hopper claims that Hayward was a manic-depressive. “It was hard. She would be up and talking at a party, performing, and the second the last person left, she would fall into this deep funk. I would try to talk to her, she would slam the door of her room, lock it, shut herself in there for days at a time. It was a nightmare. And she wasn’t using drugs, and she wasn’t drinking. She just had a major problem. I remember she took a bunch of pills. I think she tried [suicide] a couple of times. She ended up in Cedars.” (Hayward denies that she tried to commit suicide.)


Brooke was by no stretch of the imagination a supportive person. She had a sharp tongue, and she applied this lash to Dennis, mocking him, putting him down, making sure he knew she thought he would never amount to anything. She had grown up with Fonda, seen it all—his mother’s suicide, Peter shooting himself in the stomach when he was ten, the parade of stepmothers. To her, Peter and Dennis were a confederacy of losers. “Nobody took Easy Rider terribly seriously,” she recalls. “Was this film really going to get made? If it got made, would it ever be seen?” Dennis complained, “The day I started Easy Rider, Brooke said, ‘You are going after fool’s gold.’ You don’t say that to me, man, about something I’ve waited fifteen years—no, all my life—to do.”


Says Fonda, “My wife put the movie down too, but I didn’t break her nose.”


Hopper badly wanted to direct, and understood that Easy Rider might be the only shot he’d ever get. Fonda and Hopper lined up Terry Southern, who was a hot writer at the time, with Dr. Strangelove, The Cincinnati Kid, and The Loved One to his credit, to turn the story outline and their notes into a proper script, and produce it. The movie was then called The Loners. But suddenly, AIP head Sam Arkoff began coming up with objections. He didn’t like the idea of the heroes dealing hard drugs. “The audience will never get over it,” he said. Fonda replied, “What we’re doing is fucking with the rules. There should be no rules, man. We’re being honest to ourselves.” Then AIP stipulated that if the movie fell behind, they had the right to take it away. Fonda said, “No, can’t do that.” He and Hopper were unhappy with AIP, but they had nowhere else to turn.


BONNIE AND CLYDE opened in London on September 15, became a hit, more than a hit, a phenomenon. The Bonnie beret was all the rage, hip, happening, but the groundswell that was building for the picture was too late to affect the bookings in the U.S.


Then, on December 8, weeks after it had closed, Time magazine put it on the cover—a silk screen by Robert Rauschenberg, yet—as the peg and prime example for a story bannered: “The New Cinema: Violence... Sex... Art,” by Stefan Kanfer. In the body of the piece, Kanfer cited the lesbian scenes in The Fox, the jarring shock cuts in Point Blank, the violence of Bonnie and Clyde, and the experimentation of films like Blow-Up and The Battle of Algiers to argue that European innovation was entering mainstream American filmmaking. He defined the characteristics of the New Cinema: disregard for time-honored pieties of plot, chronology, and motivation; a promiscuous jumbling together of comedy and tragedy; ditto heroes and villains; sexual boldness; and a new, ironic distance that withholds obvious moral judgments. Time called Bonnie and Clyde “the best movie of the year,” a “watershed picture,” bracketing it with groundbreakers like The Birth of a Nation and Citizen Kane. Kanfer even compared the climactic ambush to Greek tragedy.


After Time hit the newsstands, Beatty paid a call on Eliot Hyman. He said, “We have to rethink this. The movie’s been mishandled. I want you to re-release the picture.” Hyman rolled his eyes. Nobody rereleased pictures. “There’s a conflict of interest in your booking Reflections in a Golden Eye, a Seven Arts movie, and Bonnie and Clyde” continued Beatty. “I’m going to make trouble for you.” Hyman refused again. He had been appalled when he discovered the size of Beatty’s profit participation. In fact, the actor’s slice was so large Hyman felt it didn’t pay him to re-release the movie; the studio wouldn’t make any money even if the picture did well. Finally, Hyman said, “I’ll release the picture if you reduce the size of your cut.”


Now it was Beatty’s turn to refuse, and he did, saying, “I’m gonna sue you, Eliot.” Hyman regarded him coldly, figuring the odds, as he nervously flipped his pencil up in the air, caught it, threaded it through his fingers.


“What the hell would you sue me for?”


Beatty was bluffing, didn’t have the foggiest idea what he would sue him for, but vaguely familiar with Hyman’s past, which he knew included some questionable associations, he thought, Eliot knows more than I could possibly dream of. So he looked him in the eye, and said, “I think you know.” Within a couple of weeks Hyman had rebooked the picture. “With a man like Eliot, that was, of course, the best thing to say, because whatever it was he knew, it frightened him,” says Beatty. The picture reopened on the day the Academy nominations were announced. Bonnie and Clyde got ten.


Bonnie and Clyde went back into twenty-five theaters, many the identical ones it originally played. The groundswell had been such that the same exhibitors that had had the film rammed down their throats the first time were now clamoring to get it back. On February 21, Warners released the movie in 340 theaters. In September, it had grossed $2,600 for a week at one theater in Cleveland; it played the same theater in February and grossed $26,000. “By the time it got back to the theaters, the studio could not get very good terms, because they had screwed the release up so badly,” says Beatty. Still, the numbers were dramatic. By the end of 1967, the picture had netted $2.5 million in rentals. In 1968, when it was re-released, it netted $16.5 million in rentals, then making it one of the top twenty grossing pictures of all time.


Beatty had begun to see Julie Christie, whom he had first met in London in 1965 at a command performance for the Queen. “Julie was the most beautiful and at the same time the most nervous person I had ever met,” he says. “She was deeply and authentically left-wing, and making this fuss over royalty did not amuse her. She could not contain her antipathy for this type of ceremony.” She had grown up poor on a farm in Wales, and she was not impressed by the fact that Beatty was a movie star, in fact, held it against him. She indulged her profession only to support her myriad causes.


Nevertheless, they became seriously involved, and remained so for about four years. Christie had no trouble fitting into L.A.’s hip political scene. She shared his suite when she was in town, dashing through the lobby of the Beverly Wilshire Hotel in a diaphanous white cotton sari with little underneath. “If ever a movie star existed for whom stardom meant nothing, it was Julie,” says Towne. “She was genuinely a blithe spirit.” Five-figure residual checks would flutter from her handbag onto the floor of the hotel lobby as she rummaged around for her keys. One day she appalled Beatty by losing a $1,000 check in the street. But she was clear and uncompromising about her priorities, never stayed in Hollywood longer than she had to, and when she had made enough money, she would stop acting. By march of 1967, however much she disdained stardom, she had become a hot actress, having won an Oscar for Darling.


When Christie was elsewhere, Beatty indulged his singular form of recreation. He was always on the phone with women, rarely identifying himself, speaking in a soft, whispery voice, flattering in its assumption of intimacy, enormously appealing in its hesitancy and stumbling awkwardness. He told them that yes, he was in love with Julie, but he wanted to see them anyway. Not in the least put off, they appeared to find this reassuring. He explained his MO: “You get slapped a lot, but you get fucked a lot, too.”


BONNIE AND CLYDE won awards from the New York Society of Film Critics, the National Society of Film Critics, and the Writers Guild. The Oscars were scheduled for April 8. On April 4, Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated. The denizens of Beverly Hills acknowledged the occasion by driving with their lights on. King’s funeral was set for April 9, and five Academy participants—four of them black (Louis Armstrong, Diahann Carroll, Sammy Davis, Jr., and Sidney Poitier) plus Rod Steiger—threatened to withdraw if the show was not postponed. The Academy reluctantly agreed to reschedule it for April 10. The competition shaped up to be one between the Old Hollywood and the New. It was Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate against two safe liberal films, In the Heat of the Night and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, as well as a big musical, Doctor Dolittle, that had bombed at the box office, nearly finishing the job Cleopatra had started at Fox. Martha Raye read a letter from General William Westmoreland thanking Hollywood for raising the morale of U.S. troops in Vietnam through its work with the USO. The host was Bob Hope, who joked about Lyndon Johnson’s recent decision not to seek reelection. The Old Hollywood laughed. The New Hollywood, including Beatty and Christie, Dustin Hoffman and his date, Eugene McCarthy’s daughter Ellen, and Mike Nichols, sat stonefaced through Hope’s patter. Nevertheless, the Bonnie and Clyde gang were confident, expecting to clean up. “We were so fucking sure we were going to win the Oscars,” recalls Newman. “Ken Hyman came up to us in the lobby, and said, ‘Got your speech ready, boys?’”


Benton and Newman lost. So did Penn, to Mike Nichols for The Graduate. Bonnie and Clyde lost Best Picture to In the Heat of the Night. After all the Sturm und Drang, it won only two awards, Estelle Parsons for Best Supporting Actress and Burnett Guffey for Best Cinematography—ironic, because Guffey hated the way he was forced to photograph the film and developed an ulcer during the shoot. “We’re all disappointed,” said Dunaway. “As a bunch of bankrobbers, we was robbed.”


“There were people in Hollywood who just hated that movie,” recalls Benton. “The thing that ticked off Crowther is that there was banjo music while they were shooting people. It was perceived to be a thumbing-your-nose attitude, a moral flipness, an arrogance, because nobody in this movie ever said, ‘I’m sorry I’ve killed somebody.’”


Bonnie and Clyde was a watershed. “We didn’t know what we were tapping into,” said Penn. “The walls came tumbling down after Bonnie and Clyde. All the things that were in concrete began to just fall away.”


If the ’50s saw American culture turning away from Marx toward Freud, Bonnie and Clyde signifies not so much a return to Marx, as an escape from the insistent navel-gazing and psychologizing of Tennessee Williams and William Inge, a rebirth of interest in social relations. “The Freudian nature of their own relationship puts me to sleep,” said Beatty, referring to the desperate couple. “I’ve seen too much of that.” If Freud was dead, long live Wilhelm Reich. Not unlike Splendor in the Grass, Bonnie and Clyde carried a message of sexual liberation. In the picture’s somewhat crude emotional economy, Clyde’s gun does what his dick can’t, and when his dick can, there’s nothing left for his gun to do, so he dies. It was all summed up by that ubiquitous antiwar bumper sticker: Make Love, Not War.


Bonnie and Clyde came out in the middle of the sexual revolution, and its real originality lay in the fact that it recognized that in America fame and glamour are more potent than sex. “Andy Warhol was giving parties at the Factory with Viva, Edie, Cherry Vanilla, the fifteen minutes of fame bit,” says Newman. “None of those people did anything; they just wanted to be celebrities. Likewise, our take on Bonnie and Clyde was that they wanted to be celebrities. They saw in each other the mirror of their own ambitions. Although they were both at the bottom of the shit heap, in each other they saw someone who validated an image of what they could be. He creates for her a vision of herself as a movie star, and from that moment on, even though he couldn’t fuck her, he’s got her.”


Moreover, from the moment Clyde introduces himself and his partner, saying, “I’m Clyde Barrow and this is Miss Bonnie Parker. We rob banks,” the movie brazenly romanticizes the outlaws—bank robbers and killers. In the crucible of the Vietnam War, and without the old Production Code to keep movies on the straight and narrow, the line between good guys and bad guys had become increasingly tenuous. In 1962, James Bond, with his “license to kill,” coolly executed a larcenous metallurgist in Dr. No, even though he knew the man’s gun was empty. But Bonnie and Clyde went considerably further, reversing the conventional moral polarities. The bad guys in this film were traditional authority figures: parents, sheriffs.


However, it is not only the violence of Bonnie and Clyde, not only their refusal to say they were sorry that antagonized “them”; it was the flair and energy with which the film pits the hip and the cool against the old, straight, and stuffy. It says “fuck you” not only to a generation of Americans who were on the wrong side of the generation gap, the wrong side of the war in Vietnam, but also a generation of Motion Picture Academy members that had hoped to go quietly, with dignity. Bonnie and Clyde made that impossible, brutally shoving them out the door, and the people of that generation understood perfectly. On some level, Crowther must have seen himself in Sheriff Hamer, and must have been angered by it. By doing it differently, and in most ways better, Beatty and Penn, Benton and Newman thumbed their noses at the people who had come before them. If the Bond films legitimized government violence, and the Leone films legitimized vigilante violence, Bonnie and Clyde legitimized violence against the establishment, the same violence that seethed in the hearts and minds of hundreds of thousands of frustrated opponents of the Vietnam War. Newman was right. Bonnie and Clyde was a movement movie; like The Graduate, young audiences recognized that it was “theirs.”


AS A RESULT of Bonnie and Clyde, Beatty became, if not necessarily an auteur, one of the most powerful figures in the industry. He was sent every script in town. He rented a second suite in the Beverly Wilshire, and hired an assistant, Susanna Moore, a nineteen-year-old sometime model who grew up in Hawaii and later would become a novelist. She went up to see him, nervous, the phone ringing off the hook, Warren very flirtatious. At the end of the interview, as she was about to leave, he stopped her, walked over and said, “There’s one last thing I haven’t checked yet—I need to see your legs. Can you lift up your skirt?” Moore duly lifted her skirt. “Okay, you got the job.”


Beatty used to go to parties at the Château Marmont, where Roman Polanski and his girlfriend, Sharon Tate, Dick Sylbert, and Paul, Dick’s identical twin brother, also a production designer, and Paul’s wife, Anthea, all had suites. Polanski, funny and elfin, loved to perform. He told stories that went on and on, twenty, thirty minutes. “You couldn’t get a word in edgewise,” recalls Dick, who designed Rosemary’s Baby, which they had just finished. “The guy was like those kids who get up at bar mitzvahs and dance and sing. Drive people crazy. And competitive. You told a joke, he told a joke. But he was a sweetheart.”


Polanski had a rather European attitude toward women. He always spoke to Sharon as if she were a child, insisting that she wait on him, rarely lifting a finger to help himself, as in, “Sha-ron, get more wheeskee for Deek.” Recalls Sharmagne Leland-St. John, a sometimes actress and Playboy bunny who would later marry Dick, “Sharon was the sweetest creature I had ever met, very smart, but very stupid too. Once she was sitting on a chair, and watering this plant. She would empty a pitcher, and go for some more water, and do it again as we sat there wondering when it would occur to her that the water was going straight through the pot down onto the carpet.”


Leland-St. John was then living at the Château with Harry Falk, formerly married to Patty Duke. “Sharon said to Harry, ‘Roman wants to marry me, I don’t know what to do.’ Harry gave her some fatherly advice, and she said, ‘Thank you, I really appreciate it, you saved my life, I’m not going to throw my life away by marrying this little putz,’ and a couple of weeks later, there she was, getting married in London.” But, according to writer Fiona Lewis, who knew them well, “They were crazy about each other. Roman worshipped her.”


BONNIE AND CLYDE would go down as the first script Towne “saved,” the first notch on his gun. He once said, “I don’t know what would have happened if it had been arbitrated,” implying he might have gotten a writing credit if he had tried. But he never demanded credit, he says, because Beatty asked him not to. Privately, Towne told at least one person he had written the movie, and he carefully nurtured a reputation as a script doctor. He worked behind the scenes like a shadow, careful not to leave footprints. It was by no means all calculation; he couldn’t help himself. He was a born kibitzer. And he was generous. He mentored Jeremy Larner, who won an Oscar for writing The Candidate. “I couldn’t have written it without him,” says Larner.


Despite the sound and the fury over Bonnie and Clyde, Beatty and Towne found time to labor over the script of Shampoo. It was not a happy collaboration. Over the course of a few months in 1968 and 1969, they met repeatedly for lunch, usually at the Source or the Aware Inn, downing cup after cup of chamomile tea. After these sessions, Towne would go home and write. But it soon became evident to Beatty that something was wrong; the script wasn’t happening. Towne suffered from writer’s block. “Bob would love to work for money on rewrites on which he got no credit, and would do it quickly,” says producer Jerry Ayres. “Over three weeks, he’d have a whole new script ready. But something that had his name on it would become all involved in the neurosis of completion and failure, and take forever.” Paramount production head Robert Evans, who later hired him to write Chinatown, said, “Towne could talk to you about a screenplay he was going to write and tell you every page of it, and it never came out on paper. Never.”


Towne had two weaknesses. He was poor at structure, a serious problem for a writer who would become notorious for his windy, 250-page scripts. And for all his facility with words, he was not a born storyteller. He had difficulty imagining the simplest plots, the most rudimentary sequence of events. He anguished over what he felt was his poverty of imagination. “Robert had written a script that was very good in atmosphere, and in dialogue, but very weak in story, and each day the story would go in whatever direction the wind was blowing,” says Beatty. “He just never wound up with anything.”


From Towne’s point of view, Beatty was too linear. “He would not allow me to stop and think about everything and nothing,” he says. “Nietzsche or Blake said, ‘The straight roads are the roads of progress, the crooked roads are the roads of genius.’ Warren will not knowingly go down a crooked road.”


Finally, Beatty lost patience. He was tired of sitting around in restaurants, munching carrot sticks and tossing around ideas that came to nothing. He said to Towne, “Look, I don’t wanna keep waiting for what you’re gonna do. Finish by December 31, and show it to me. If you don’t do it, let’s forget it. I’m gonna do it myself.” December 31 rolled around, and there was no script. Beatty was angry, and they didn’t speak for months. Towne thought Shampoo would never be made. Eventually, Beatty decided to do another movie, McCabe & Mrs. Miller.





Two:
“Who Made Us Right?”
1969


• How BBS kicked off a director’s cinema in Hollywood with Easy Rider, while Dennis Hopper became a drug-crazed guru of the counterculture, and Bert Schneider the éminence grise of the American New Wave.


“Nobody had ever seen themselves portrayed in a movie. At every love-in across the country people were smoking grass and dropping LSD, while audiences were still watching Doris Day and Rock Hudson!”


— DENNIS HOPPER


Bert Schneider and Bob Rafelson were strolling in Central Park. It was the early ’60s, and both men were unhappy, for different reasons. Bert had risen quickly through the ranks of Screen Gems, the TV arm of his father’s company, Columbia Pictures. At a tender age, he had reached the lofty perch of treasurer, and had been selected to head the division, but in a bit of reverse nepotism, his father blocked his further advance. Bert was frustrated and angry. Rafelson, meanwhile, had drifted from job to job. He felt he was too smart and hip for the work he had been doing, was cut out for better things.


Schneider and Rafelson were in the habit of getting together at lunchtime, bitching about their jobs and talking about their dreams. Rafelson’s dream was a company of his own. “The problem in moviemaking,” Bob told Bert, “is not that we don’t have talented people; we don’t have people with the talent to recognize talent. Take France, with the New Wave, or England, with Tony Richardson’s company, Woodfall, the neorealist films of the Italians—these people exist here as well, but the system for allowing them to flourish doesn’t exist, there’s no encouragement for them. What this business needs is not better directors, but better producers who are willing to give directors with the ideas a chance to do films their own way. It’s not just final cut, it’s final everything.”


Bob liked Bert precisely because he had short hair, didn’t smoke dope, and knew the business end of the business. He listened to Bert complain about the management of his own company, then said, “Why don’t you quit?”


“And do what?”


“Start a company with me.”


Schneider did quit Screen Gems, in 1965, and joined Rafelson in L.A., where they did form a tiny company, Raybert—later renamed BBS with the addition of Schneider’s friend Steve Blauner—that transformed the industry.


IN THE BEGINNING, Rafelson was the one with the ideas. He was the one who haunted the Thalia and the New Yorker, the one who was a cousin of the legendary Samson Raphaelson, writer of Ernst Lubitsch’s comedies. With his older brother, Donald, he grew up at 110 Riverside Drive, on 81st Street. The family was comfortably middle-class. Bob’s father manufactured hats. Bob went to private school, Horace Mann, and his parents belonged to a country club in Westchester.


Toby Carr had her first date with Bob when she was thirteen. He took her to “the house of a friend of his where there was a girl he was interested in,” she recalls. “He and the girl wound up necking on the couch all night, while I stood by his friend’s piano and listened to him play Rhapsody in Blue over and over again. At the end of the evening, when I got out of the cab, I mouthed these polite words, like Thank you very much, I had a very good time,’ which of course wasn’t true, and he just kind of leaned over and pulled the cab door closed and sped off. Like, ‘Yeah,’ slam. I should have known something right then. When I look back on that night, it was all so obvious. I was definitely looking for trouble.”


Rafelson’s mother liked to drink. She went on alcoholic binges, holed up in her room for days on end. She was alternately abusive and seductive. “Bob was sort of like that too,” says Toby. “He could lead you along a path, thinking one thing, and then he’d do a 180 on you, leaving you unhappy or mad or hurt, betrayed, like he was playing with your mind. I think he learned that from her.”


Bob was supposed to go into the family business, but he despised hats and desperately wanted to get away. When he graduated from high school, he went to Dartmouth College. It was the ’50s, and he wore black turtlenecks, read Samuel Beckett, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Jack Kerouac. He was handsome in the Jewish way, a shock of dark brown hair over a high forehead, rosebud lips frozen in a permanent pout under a fighter’s battered nose. He was tall, thin, and powerfully built, coiled so tight he seemed to vibrate with an electric charge. He was invested in being hip, looked to black people—both male and female—for validation, the kind of person for whom Mailer’s “White Negro” was written. There was an intense, brooding quality about Bob, and a cruel, predatory streak that could be attractive, although years later, when his prospects had dimmed and his career was nowhere, he just seemed depressed.


While Bob was at Dartmouth, Toby was at Bennington College. Despite their unpromising first date, through a series of fluky circumstances right out of Carnal Knowledge, they ended up as a couple. “He had that kind of vitality, the ability to take you on his trip, turn you on, which was very compelling,” says Toby. “He was kind of a bad boy, a troublemaker, which, combined with his storytelling talents that probably came from a need to escape his own reality, made him extremely provocative.”


Bob and Toby were married in the mid-’50s, had a son named Peter. In New York, they were friends with Buck Henry, who had been a couple of years ahead of Rafelson at Dartmouth. “Bucky was incredibly funny, very repressed, very prurient, almost like an adolescent,” recalls Toby. “He was always interested in fringe people, strippers and weirdos.” He lived in a hole-in-the-wall basement apartment on 10th Street in the Village. There was a life-sized stuffed gorilla seated on the living room floor. Buck never took off his pajamas. When he went out, he simply flung his street clothes over them.


Rafelson, meanwhile, in his early twenties, got a job through friends of his parents from the country club at Channel 13’s Play of the Week where he wrote additional dialogue for Shakespeare, Giraudoux, Ibsen, Shaw, and so on. In June 1962, the Rafelsons made their way to Hollywood, where Toby gave birth to her second child, a daughter named Julie. Bob and Toby blossomed in the California sun, he tall and muscular, she pert and raven-haired. Bob landed a job at Revue Productions. Revue was the TV arm of Universal, which had just been taken over by MCA, run by Lew Wasserman and Jules Stein.


Rafelson was assigned to a show called Channing, set on a college campus, for which he hired playwrights like Edward Albee and Jack Richardson, a mischievous move a little bit akin to hiring Norman Mailer to write The Flying Nun. He finally collided with Wasserman over an episode in which he wanted to hire an actor named Michael Parks to play opposite Peter Fonda. Parks had less than perfect skin, and Wasserman, a tall and intimidating man, took exception to him. Given to volcanic rages he telegraphed by tapping a dagger-sharp letter opener on the mirror finish of his desktop, Wasserman had a large, wedge-shaped head under a shock of prematurely white hair. His nose seemed slightly out of focus, a protuberant smudge perched above thin lips compressed in a line of anger. He wore heavy, oversized glasses that gave him the look of a malevolent owl. He fixed Rafelson with a glare, his eyes swimming behind the lenses, and bellowed, “I don’t want to see these degenerate stories anymore, and I never want to see an actor who has pimples on the back of his neck. What the hell does that got to do with anything real?”


“This is real?” exploded Rafelson, wrathful in the righteousness of his convictions, pointing to the awards, medallions, souvenir ashtrays, and other tchotchkes on the vast expanse of Wasserman’s desk. “What’s this fuckin’ bullshit?” he roared back, leaning over and sweeping them onto the floor with his arm. “Don’t hire an actor with pimples? Jesus fucking God!” Wasserman uncharacteristically put a fatherly arm around his shoulders, escorted him out of his office and off the lot. Once he cooled down, Rafelson realized that his brilliant career might very well be over. He found a bathroom and threw up.


BERT SCHNEIDER WAS the young businessman with the house in the ‘burbs, the wife and kids. Born in 1933 in the lap of luxury, he was sandwiched between two brothers, Stanley, the elder, and Harold, the younger. His father, Abe, was reputed to have started at Columbia Pictures sweeping floors. When the beastly Harry Cohn died, he ascended the throne, with Leo Jaffe as his lieutenant. Abe was a magisterial presence. He was tall, spoke in measured tones that appeared to convey great wisdom.


Stanley was stolid and unimaginative, a conventional soul who would lead a conventional life. Harold was angry and volatile like Sonny Corleone, and wounded and resentful like Fredo. In fact, “it was all like The Godfather, very dynastic, very Mafioso-like,” says someone who knew them well. “It was almost like you mingled your blood with Bert when you were his friend or business associate. He’d do anything for you if you were in trouble, but if you made any mistakes, you were dead.”


Bert was raised in New Rochelle. He was tall, six foot four, and skinny, which accentuated his height. Strikingly handsome, with high cheekbones, icy blue eyes that conveyed a sly, faintly amused look which said he knew more than anybody else in the room, full, sensual lips, and a long, narrow face topped by a tangle of blond hair, he affected a languid air, laid-back and cool. Nothing got to Bert. When he sat down, he spilled into a chair like a rag doll, no sharp angles or joints. Director Henry Jaglom remembers him from Camp Kohut, for Jewish kids in Oxford, Maine, where he was Jaglom’s counselor: “He was the All-Star, Mr. America, the blond, baseball-playing, heroic kid that everybody either wanted to grow up and be like, or have as their big brother.”


Bert’s best friend and main man was Steve Blauner. When Steve arrived on the scene, Harold became the odd boy out. “Steve was Harold,” as Bert would say later, explaining a lot of things about his relationship with his younger brother. As teenagers, Bert and Steve would steal away from their comfortable homes and hang out at the Italian bookie joints in White Plains. One afternoon, when Steve was seventeen, he was watching a tennis match from the umpire’s chair at the club, when he spied a stunning girl in a cute white outfit and flaming red hair walk onto the court behind him. She had perfect features—big brown eyes, freckles, small, regular teeth, and a full, ripe figure. “I kept turning around so much I was embarrassed, so I got off the stand, and went down and sat behind the courts so nobody would know who I was looking at,” he recalls. “Afterward, I asked, ‘Who’s that girl?’ Somebody said, ‘That’s the girl we’re trying to get Bert to take out.’ So I ran over to Bert and said, ‘You gotta get a look at this girl!’”


Judy Feinberg, who grew up in neighboring Scarsdale, and went to Fieldston, was quite the catch. Her family was even wealthier than the Schneiders. Judy first met Bert when she was fifteen, on a double date at his fraternity, while he was home from Cornell for Christmas. She had a curfew, Bert had the car and was upstairs necking with his date. When it came time for her to leave, her date was afraid to interrupt Bert, so she marched upstairs and did it herself. “I wasn’t going to be grounded and have my Christmas vacation ruined,” she says. “I guess Bert was fascinated by that.” They got married on Christmas Day 1954, while she was a student at Sarah Lawrence. He was twenty-one, she eighteen.


Bert was expelled from Cornell for gambling, girls, and bad grades. But it didn’t much matter, because there was always the family business. He started at Screen Gems in 1953 at the bottom, schlepping cans of films around the city. Bert and Judy’s life together was ’50s picture postcard perfect. They had two children, two years apart, a boy named Jeffrey and a girl named Audrey (after Judy’s favorite actress, Audrey Hepburn). Bert looked and behaved like a Young Republican. He held relatively commonplace views on most things, and could look forward to a bright and uncomplicated future. “I was into the American dream,” he said. “I pushed my political instincts into the background. I wanted a family, career, money, the whole bit.”


Says Toby, “Bert and Judy went out to L.A. in this splendid decade of hope, found the great house in Beverly Hills, the wonderful schools for the kids. They were blessed, these people. It was like the Garden of the Finzi-Continis. Bert, and his princess Judy, were truly Jewish royalty. Then slowly we all began getting into all these strange self-destructive, quirky, unpredictable areas of life, that ultimately destroyed everyone, destroyed the fabric of what was.”


Buck Henry recalls a celebratory dinner, held just before they left New York. It was small, just three couples, Bert and Judy, Bob and Toby, Buck and his wife, Sally, whom he had met when she was Mike Nichols’s secretary. They went to a club. Buck was watching Bert do the twist, chuckling to himself over how geeky he looked, thinking, Gee, there’s an awful lot of noise coming from Bert’s pockets. He’s gonna have to learn to take the keys and the change out before he starts to really swing in L.A. “Within three or four years, Bert, who I don’t think had ever smoked a joint at that time, knew more about exotic drugs than any human being who had ever walked the earth,” says Henry. “For the nice Jewish boys from New York, going to L.A. was like going to the New World. They stepped off that plane and put on funny suits, and bought funny cigarettes, and found very young blond girls. It was a comic version of the guys who came out here originally and made the business.”


But there was nothing funny about what Bert and Bob did when they got there; they made money, lots of it. One day, Bob walked into Blauner’s office and said, “I want to make Hard Day’s Night as a TV show.” He and Bert persuaded Screen Gems to back it. They put together an ersatz group called the Monkees. The show was an immediate, if unlikely, hit. Rafelson taught himself how to direct simply by doing it. It seemed for a while that the Monkees might be a training ground for other young directors. Martin Scorsese came by, William Friedkin, but neither connected. Friedkin, who was not to be outdone in the hip department, told Rafelson and Schneider, “This is lame, nothing more than a Beatles ripoff, four bourgeois guys running around, chasing their wallets.”


The Monkees introduced Schneider and Rafelson to the fast-lane music scene. Schneider acted as though he was born to it. He grew a beard, let his hair fill out until it became a dramatic, curly blond mane, which stood in striking contrast to his richly colored velvet suits, black and dark green. When Bert made an entrance, it changed the chemistry of the room. He had the charisma of a movie star, but it was not just looks; he was possessed of extraordinary personal authority. Ostentatious about smoking pot, he puffed away with the zeal of a recent convert, as if he had personally discovered marijuana. He is said to have even passed out joints at a Columbia board meeting.


Jaglom, who had traveled west from New York in 1965, became fast friends with Jack Nicholson, and fell in with Rafelson, was astonished to hear that Bob’s partner was his old camp counselor. He became both Bert’s court jester and one of a series of younger brothers or wayward sons Bert attracted. Jaglom favored long scarves dramatically flung over his shoulder, as well as extravagant, floppy hats. He also befriended Orson Welles, a vast, damaged vessel adrift in a hostile sea, perennially in search of a safe harbor. Welles was venerated by the New Hollywood, and the wreckage of his career was regarded with horror and indignation as the most egregious example of how the town destroyed the auteur.


Jaglom used to hang out at the house of Donna Greenberg and her millionaire husband on La Costa beach in the Malibu Colony. Donna wasn’t in the business, but she was clever, wealthy, attractive, and had a wonderful home, with rooms and more rooms for guests, a swimming pool on the beach, and an expansive patio. Donna used to have the Rafelsons over regularly, along with Buck and Sally, and John Calley, who had just come to Warners to head production. Julie Payne, daughter of actor John Payne and child actress Ann Shirley, dropped by too. Julie, a Hollywood brat, knew everyone. She had a perfect American body, sinewy and tanned. High cheekbones and eyes at a slight slant gave her an exotic look. Julie was fierce and wild, chain-smoked cigarettes, drank a lot, was apt to burst into Donna’s house at 1:00 A.M., screaming, “I want to use your swimming pool to have a good fuck.” Rafelson was very much the alley cat, tried to nail anything that moved. Even Julie was shocked. “He was always pawing me,” she recalls. “I was in the pool, three feet from where Toby was sitting, and he paddled up to me and grabbed my breast. Nobody had ever done that to me before. I certainly wasn’t going to scream, right there in Toby’s hearing. I couldn’t believe that he had done that, it was so gross.”


Rafelson and Schneider considered themselves, and indeed behaved like, sexual outlaws, for whom nothing was taboo, nothing too flagrant. When Toby had to leave a party early to relieve the baby-sitter, Bob would call a girlfriend, who would invariably arrive moments later to seat herself in Toby’s chair, still warm. He had innumerable affairs, and one relationship with a black woman named Paula Strachan that must have lasted nearly half a decade. Bob met Paula, who was nineteen, when he and Jack were auditioning dancers for Bob’s first feature, Head. “They were princes,” says Strachan. “I was very young and very stupid.” Says a friend from those days, “Bob was a role model for drug taking and promiscuity. He had a group of young people who adored him. I think a lot of young lives were harmed by Bob Rafelson.”


“These were people who didn’t feel authentic,” adds Toby. “Artists suffer, and upper-middle-class Jewish boys from New York didn’t feel they had, at least not in the same way. They’d missed the civil rights movement because they hadn’t gotten to the point where self-indulgence was less important than putting yourself on the line. By the ’70s, we were still trying to act like the adolescents we had never been, when we were in our thirties.”


Schneider doubtless began his strange voyage merely enjoying the advantages nature had so lavishly bestowed upon him—his looks, his intelligence, his charisma—all gilded by wealth and an innate sense of privilege, unclouded by self-doubt, a dynastic assurance that everything he did was right. Bert was so relentless that he came on to almost every pretty woman who came his way, like Linda Jones, wife of Monkee Davy Jones. One affair, with Toni Stern, was serious and lengthy. (Bert hooked her up with Carole King, and she wrote King’s big hit, “It’s Too Late.” She refused to comment.) Nicholson is said to have once warned a friend, “Never bring a woman that you’re serious about around Bert or Bob.” Or, as Bert’s brother Harold put it more succinctly, “Bert would fuck a snake.”


Judy Schneider was a class act. Jaglom, who had dated Natalie Wood and was close friends with Candice Bergen, thought she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. But as Bert embarked on the ’60s trip, he began to make fun of Judy’s bourgeois refinement, liked to rattle her cage with real and contrived vulgarities. He had the ability to fart at will, and did so at inopportune moments, never failing to upset her. He would try to shock her by introducing locker room language into conversation. Money—how much who was getting paid for what—was a private affair, but sex was a publicly traded commodity among the Raybert guys, sexual exploits a variation on who could piss further. No one would hesitate for a moment before discussing the texture and flavor of his wife’s or girlfriend’s vagina; Bert’s favorite term for it was “poozle.” The BBS house style of discourse was brutal. Half playful, half hostile, the guys routinely traded extravagantly nasty epithets. Bert in particular had a gift for nailing people at their weakest points, and he would take no prisoners. If they failed to respond in kind, showed fear or anger, or worse, were intimidated into silence, they were “lame-o’s” (Nicholson’s phrase), as in, “get this lame-o away from me.” It was as if they were re-creating the high school locker rooms they were never in.
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