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Ernst Lubitsch, rising young director, in an official portrait, circa 1920.




In that Golden Age of Hollywood that everybody’s always talking about there were only two directors whose names meant anything to the public and critics: Cecil B. DeMille and Ernst Lubitsch.

—claudette colbert

None of us thought we were making anything but entertainment for the moment. Only Ernst Lubitsch knew we were making art.

—john ford

“I’d like to repay you . . .”

“All right, give me a letter of introduction to Lubitsch.”

“I might be able to do that too . . . Who’s Lubitsch?”

—from preston sturges’s sullivan’s travels



prologue


Los Angeles

Thursday, March 13, 1947

The pain was growing worse, much worse, and he believed he was about to die.

The angina had begun just after he walked off the stage of the Shrine Auditorium clutching the surprisingly heavy Academy Award, even as the crowd was applauding.

He knew the pain well by this time, the heavy, wheezing, crunching aggression in the chest that sliced off his breathing. And he knew what it could mean. It might last three minutes, or as long as six or seven, but he could never tell if it would dissipate or escalate. If the latter, it was a heart attack, and he knew that this one would almost certainly kill him. By now, his heart was so fragile, so ragged, that almost any stress or physical exertion, even something so small as hefting the eight-and-a-half-pound Oscar, would deprive his heart of oxygen and sugar and send it into convulsive straining.

He made his way through the backstage area, then the press area, where he managed a tight smile for the photographers. What to do? If he panicked and yelled for help, he might make it worse, might lose consciousness. He arrived at the stage door and decided to sit and wait for Otto to come with the car. He would try to will the pain away.

Later, he would say that the experience was the most terrifying and humiliating of his life. Sitting on the rear steps of the Shrine, with people going back and forth, nobody paying any attention. And Otto? Where was Otto? My God, thought Ernst Lubitsch, I hope I’m not going to die sitting here with an Oscar in my hand.

A few minutes before, Mervyn LeRoy, who exemplified the smooth, anonymous Hollywood machine from which Lubitsch had always quietly distanced himself, had presented him with an honorary Academy Award. LeRoy’s speech described the arrival twenty-five years before of “a dark stranger with a rather stern face, a big black cigar, and the merriest pair of eyes under the sun . . .

“He had an adult mind and a hatred of saying things the obvious way. Because of these qualities and a God-given genius he advanced the technique of screen comedy as no one else has ever done.

“Suddenly the pratfall and the double take were left behind and the sources of deep inner laughter were tapped. The housebroken camera learned to stop at a closed door instead of peeking gawkily through a keyhole. A master of innuendo had arrived.”

Ten minutes later, Ernst Lubitsch was bargaining with the God he had never particularly believed in not to kill him.

Otto Werner finally made it through the traffic jam that had held him up, and helped his friend and employer into the car. The fast and expert medical attention of Lubitsch’s personal physician, Dr. Max Edel, managed to pull him out of yet another cardiac episode.

Ernst Lubitsch was right about one thing; he was indeed dying, but not quite yet. On the night of March 13, 1947, a night set aside to honor his signal contributions to the art of cinema, Ernst Lubitsch had slightly more than eight months to live.

• • •

“Who’s Lubitsch?”

It’s a short question with a long answer.

He directed Garbo in Ninotchka, her most radiant performance, her most famous film, and her only successful comedy.

In early, astonishingly fluid talkies like The Love Parade, Monte Carlo, and The Merry Widow he created the movie musical, and, in the process, the careers of Maurice Chevalier and Jeanette MacDonald.

He made stars of Pola Negri and Emil Jannings, but was particularly valued for his ability to cajole difficult, neurotic performers like Norma Shearer, Jennifer Jones, and Gene Tierney, relax them so they could give their finest performances.

When Marlene Dietrich’s career was ebbing because of the rarified vehicles with which Josef von Sternberg had saturated the public, he devised an approach that gave her a new lease on life.

When Paramount Pictures was foundering while trying to escape from bankruptcy, he took over as production head, the only major director in Hollywood history to run a large movie studio.

In a Hollywood career lasting a quarter-century, he was the only studio director whose work was contractually sacrosanct, immune from tampering by studio heads like Jack Warner and Darryl Zanuck.

He crafted entertainments of radiant, rarified sophistication like Trouble in Paradise and Design for Living, as well as the unsurpassable human warmth and charm that freely flows through The Shop Around the Corner and To Be or Not to Be.

Years before he made those American films on which his reputation rests, he was the most famous film director in Europe, having evolved from a comedian specializing in rough but appealing slapstick to the creator of the intimate historical epic; his leaving for Hollywood in 1922 created a vacuum in the genres of the epic and the psychological character study that would be filled by Fritz Lang and F. W. Murnau, until they, too, abandoned Germany.

He was a pet hate of Hitler’s, who reputedly demanded that a large blowup of his face be mounted in the Berlin train station over the words “The Archetypal Jew.”

And, yes, he was the creator of “The Lubitsch Touch,” as insultingly superficial a sobriquet as that of calling Hitchcock “The Master of Suspense.” But he was so much more besides. For Ernst Lubitsch personified a style and vision that was dying—if, indeed, it ever actually existed outside his imagination—years before he did. Although his directorial career went through at least three separate and distinct phases, with few exceptions Lubitsch’s movies take place neither in Europe nor America but in Lubitschland, a place of metaphor, benign grace, rueful wisdom.

What came to preoccupy this anomalous artist was the comedy of manners and the society in which it transpired, a world of delicate sang-froid, where a breach of sexual or social propriety and the appropriate response are ritualized, but in unexpected ways, where the basest things are discussed in elegant whispers; of the rapier, never the broadsword. Time itself slows down; a methodical action brings a very slow reaction . . . or nonreaction.

The creative task Ernst Lubitsch set himself was nearly as stylized as restoration comedy, and, like restoration comedy, to succeed it had to function as both metaphor and reality. The Lubitsch tradition of insinuation, of a delicate but intoxicating, self-conscious style would be carried on by Lubitsch’s spiritual stepchildren, directors as varied as Keaton and Renoir, McCarey and Wilder, Ophuls and Mankiewicz, d’Arrast and Sturges.

As the critic Michael Wilmington observed, Lubitsch movies “were at once elegant and ribald, sophisticated and earthy, urbane and bemused, frivolous yet profound. They were directed by a man who was amused by sex rather than frightened of it—and who taught a whole culture to be amused by it as well.”

For the first fifteen years of his American career, Lubitsch tended to structure his films as conflicts between insensate clods and what Alan Casty called “carriers-of-grace,” low humanity mixed with high manners, Molière writing for Laurel and Hardy. Good and evil are almost impossible to find, and no one is ever judged, for the director does not value virtue as much as intelligence. This lucid objectivity is also seen in his camerawork and editing; there is a steady rhythm in even the worst Lubitsch films, but he never tries to build momentum to a frantic third-act climax.

Later, however, Lubitsch’s sympathies broadened, his humor gentled, his characters combined both gallantry and goofiness. In the process, Lubitsch created some of the most touchingly complete human beings captured by the cinema.

He invests a good deal of his screen time in objects: canes, swords, handbags, whatever. It is not the objects themselves that are important, but their relationship to the people who claim them. For Lubitsch, objects are totems of character, physical manifestations of feelings . . . and desires.

His was a style based as much on omission as commission—what is unsaid, what is unshown. Partially, this is his way of transforming and subverting conventional movie clichés of storytelling and character, making characters of paper and paste suddenly believable and human, while at the same time rarely relinquishing a gentle cynicism about the world and the people who inhabit it. Perhaps Gerald Mast put it best: “The talent of Lubitsch was to turn the trivial into the significant.”

At his very best, from (roughly) 1932 to 1943, Lubitsch takes the basic moral assumptions that fuel the entire apparatus of the American cinema and gently but persistently demolishes them, while creating characters of complete believability and complexity.

To the unsophisticated eye, Lubitsch’s work can appear dated, simply because his characters belong to a world of formal sexual protocol. But his approach to film, to comedy, and to life was not so much ahead of its time as it was singular, and totally out of any time.

These remarkable films have been examined and analyzed, but the man who made them has virtually escaped scrutiny, except in obligatory, often erroneous terms. One of the primary components of this fascinating life and what it birthed is how Lubitsch’s career is a paradigm of the immigrant experience in Hollywood. Lubitsch was the first established, world-class talent to arrive there; Tourneur arrived earlier, but at a nascent stage of his career, while Lang, Murnau, and Seastrom all followed years later, after Lubitsch had already shown them that the way to succeed in Hollywood was not to replicate what they had already done in Europe, but to make films that fell into well-known American genres with the addition of a European twist, a European eye, a European “take.” In short, to be Hollywood’s idea of what Europeans were like.

He did all this in an abbreviated life of only fifty-five years. It seemed as if he knew he had to hurry, for, by the time Lubitsch was twenty he was moving in the highest reaches of the European theater; at thirty, he was directing the most popular movie star in the world. He was even in a hurry on the set, keeping up a low, steady hum of genial energy, the director as whimsical dervish.

The man who did all these things, who evolved into the primary exponent of silken sexuality, was the son of a middle-class Berlin tailor. The life of Ernst Lubitsch is fascinating not only because of the intrinsic drama of where he started and where he finished, but for the gap between what he was and what he portrayed.

“As an artist,” commented Samson Raphaelson, who wrote nine films with him, “he was sophisticated, as a man almost naive. As an artist shrewd, as a man simple. As an artist economical, precise, exacting; as a man he was always forgetting his reading glasses, his cigars, manuscripts, and half the time it was an effort for him to remember his own telephone number.”

Behind the cultured, gleaming surface of the films was a warm, loving human being who never received much love in return; an ambitious man who could completely reinvent himself without hypocrisy, get his way without trampling on the lives of those around him; a director who maintained a level of influence, prestige, and power shared by very few of his peers, in spite of the fact that a great many of his films were commercially unsuccessful.

In the world of Lubitsch films, sex was a given, a game whose rules were invariably understood by both parties, a mutually understood part of the social contract. Yet, in his life, he married two women who could not be said to have his best interests at heart. His first wife had an affair with his best friend, leading to a public brawl at a Hollywood party. His second wife, universally disliked by his friends, considered him personally common but his money attractively elegant, and divorced him after she bore him a child.

Always, he remained shockingly vulnerable, sensitive about his diminutive stature, his lack of physical grace. His personal charm, kindness, and creativity made his coworkers and friends fiercely protective and loyal to him. (After he died, his secretary of some twenty years, Steffie Trondle, spent her life savings so that she could buy a burial plot adjacent to his at Forest Lawn.)

Ultimately, the career of Ernst Lubitsch can be viewed as an artist’s attempt to create an alternative fantasy existence, the one that he would have liked to have lived. For this was the secret of Lubitsch’s films: they were fantasies of blithe sexuality and emotional noninvolvement, not just for the audience, but for him as well. In this superior world of the imagination, the men are tall and elegant and humorously adept at getting a beautiful lady into bed, and the women are capable of giving as well as receiving love.

Because Ernst Lubitsch put such creative intensity into the creation of this world, he took millions of people into it with him. This is the story of that life, and the work that consumed and defined it.



chapter one


There is no reality except the one contained within us. That is why so many people live such an unreal life. They take the images outside them for reality and never allow the world within to assert itself.

—hermann hesse, demian

Historians have long theorized that the Lubitsch family emigrated from Hungary, or from the southeastern Austrian empire, perhaps Galicia. But the film historian Michael Hanisch, after analyzing the files of the East Berlin civil magistrate, has confirmed that Ernst Lubitsch’s father, Simon, was actually born in Grodno, Russia, probably under the surname Simcha, on August 17, 1852. Today, Grodno is virtually on the Polish/Soviet border; in the mid-nineteenth century, it was deep within the empire of the czars.

Grodno was largely settled by Jews expelled from Lithuania between 1000 and 1500. It was, in turn, the site of several major pogroms in the seventeenth century. By the early nineteenth century, Grodno was part of the Jewish Pale of Settlement, the mandated residence of five million Russian Jews. Yet, for all the tribulations of its people, Grodno was a sophisticated area, possessing its own Hebrew printing press by 1789, nine years before the Jews of Berlin could make an equivalent boast.

Family legend has it that Simon spent a good part of his youth and childhood in Vilna, coming to Berlin only to avoid service in the Russian army. His son Ernst would tell friends a slightly different story: Simon was a military tailor who liked his business a great deal more than he liked living under the czar. Certainly, that would jibe with Simon’s arriving in Berlin for the first time in the mid-1880s, when he would have been in his mid-thirties, too old for the draft.

Simon’s wife, Anna Lindenstaedt, was born April 27, 1850, in a little town about an hour outside of Berlin called Wriezen-on-the-Oder. Simon’s name appears in the Berlin city directory for the first time in 1887, even though he and Anna had been married for some years by that time, and had already started their family. Another factor arguing against a drastically earlier arrival was Simon’s lack of a pronounced Berlin accent, except for certain words. He never spoke Yiddish.

Although Simon chose a less glamorous line of work, there was a strong strain of the theatrical in the family. One of Simon’s cousins, a man by the name of Morewski, achieved renown playing the Dybbuk for the Vilna troupe, a Jewish theater ensemble. Another relative, Max Ehrlich, was an actor featured in productions such as The Threepenny Opera.

Whatever the specific year of Simon’s arrival, Berlin had only recently become the center of a unified country. Otto von Bismarck had guided Germany through three wars—against Denmark, Austria, and France—that bore fruit in a new German state in 1871. While Bismarck was a superior tactician, his need to continually arouse the people led him to the shortterm tactic of scapegoating, fingering enemies that could only be defeated by a united Germany. The enemies varied. In the 1860s, it was the liberals, in the 1870s the Catholics, in the 1880s the socialists. Bismarck’s unvarying refrain of “The Reich is in danger” only emphasized class differences and ideological divisions, and kept Germany a nation of hostile fragments.

But Bismarck’s reliance on a war economy had force-fed German industry; in the early 1870s, Britain produced twice as much steel as Germany, but by 1914 German steel production was as great as that of Britain, France, and Russia combined. Between 1861 and 1913, German coal consumption increased thirteen-and-a-half times, whereas Britain’s only increased two-and-a-half times. In the space of a generation and a half, Germany became the most formidable industrial and military power in Europe, partially as a result of an astounding population shift: in 1870, Germany’s population was two-thirds rural; forty-four years later, the equation was reversed.

Nor was this vast industrialization achieved on the backs of the citizens. In the last two decades before World War I, real per-capita income increased by 30 percent. Incomes of 4,000 marks, the equivalent of $1,000 at the time, were taxed at only 4.5 percent; for wealthy people earning 200,000 marks ($50,000), the tax rate rose to a minimal 8 percent. Sales taxes were unknown, and indirect or excise taxes totaled no more than 3 percent. Much of the government was financed through the enormous profits of the state-owned railroads.
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A very young Lubitsch (far right) on the set of one of the early shorts. With him, from left, are Ernst Mátray, Leo Stein, and Kurt Kolany.



Simon Lubitsch had arrived in Berlin at precisely the right historical moment for a smart, ambitious man to make his way. The economist Moritz Bonn wrote about the Berlin of this era as being “new and extremely clean; streets and buildings were spacious, but there was a lot of tinsel meant to look like gold . . . the place was not unlike an oil city of the American West, which had grown up overnight and, feeling its strength, insisted on displaying its wealth.”

Berlin displayed its newfound status proudly, elegantly. There was the Unter den Linden, a stately, wide boulevard lined with linden trees and anchored by the world-famous Adlon Hotel; the Kurfürstendamm, with its cafes and beerhalls; the Tauentzienstrasse, site of the Romanische Cafe.

Amid this flowering splendor, Simon founded the tailoring firm of S. Lubitsch and saw it prosper. So did his family. In 1891, after Simon had already started the business, which was located on Schönhäuser Allee, in the northern part of Berlin, the Lubitsch family moved to an apartment a block away, at number 82A Lothringer Strasse. The building still stands, and it was here, in a second-floor apartment, that Simon and Anna’s last child would be born.

It was cold and rainy that January; a major strike by typesetters to win a nine-hour workday had recently been suspended without success, and the twenty-seventh of the month marked the thirty-fifth birthday of Kaiser Wilhelm II. It was in this land, amid these events, that Ernst Lubitsch was born, on Friday, January 29, 1892, at seven in the morning. Assisting at the birth was midwife Johanna Francke.

Elsa Lubitsch, Ernst’s sister, would remember that when Ernst was born the other children hated him. They were all considerably older (Marga was born in 1884, Elsa in 1885, and Richard, the eldest, in 1882), and, where there had been a tightly knit unit of three, now there was an interloper; the other children were all jealous. Since it was fairly obvious that Ernst’s arrival was unplanned—Anna Lubitsch was already past forty when he was born—the other children promptly christened him with a phrase that translates as “leftover vegetables.”

In 1896, the family moved to an apartment above the store at 183 Schönhäuser Allee. It was that building that Ernst Lubitsch regarded as his home, one Simon attempted to rule like the autocrat he obviously wished to be. A strict man, just under six feet tall, an elegant dandy—he would never go outside the house unless he was freshly shaved—Simon was something of a curmudgeon and perfectly capable of holding a massive grudge. When still a young man, he had a fight with his younger brother Max and they refused to speak to each other for the rest of their lives.

As might be expected from such a personality, he demanded a high level of compliance from his children. Whenever his two daughters would go out, they had to wear their hair up, “like ladies.” As soon as they were around the corner from the Lubitsch apartment, they would take the pins out and let their hair down, but they had to be careful to remember to pin it back up before they returned home.

Simon’s family would remember him as extremely quiet and reserved, never even giving his grandchildren presents, but with a plaintive air all the more touching for being unexpressed.

“I always felt sorry for my grandfather,” remembered his granddaughter Ruth Hall, the daughter of Marga Lubitsch. “He would never do anything like dangle you on his knee. Never. But I would be in my room and he would stick his head in the bedroom and say, ‘Do you sleep already?’ We would say No, and he would come in. Sometimes he would just sit in a corner while I did my homework. I got the feeling he was such a lonely man.”

But not all the time. There was a persistent family legend to the effect that Simon Lubitsch had a taste for the ladies, and that, one time, Ernst even found a brassiere left behind by one of Simon’s female friends. Years later, after Ernst’s mother had died and he had become a successful director, he told a friend that he was constantly having to send money to Simon for expensive locksmith bills. It seems that Simon’s sexual demands caused a heavy turnover in housekeepers. If the housekeeper didn’t become his mistress, he fired her; if she did, he would get bored and install a new lock to keep her out of the apartment. If the stories are true, Simon was capable of a harsh sexual calculation his son would never be able to master.

The siblings were a varied lot; Elsa was quiet and placid, while Richard Lubitsch was tall, as good-looking as his father, with a devastating charm. But Ernst took after his mother, as did his beloved sister Marga, whom he alone always called Greta. All three were short, with faces like friendly gargoyles: broad, irrevocably homely, but innately likable. Like her older brother, Marga was immensely charming and outgoing. The family used to say that if Marga was at a bus stop, and it was raining, she would soon have a selection of umbrellas to choose from.

The downside to her personality was a restlessness so extreme she couldn’t sit still. There was a German saying that the family applied to both Marga and Ernst; roughly translated, it says that he/she “has a peppercorn in their behind.”

In the Lubitsch household and in the Lubitsch business, it was Anna who ran things. Because of her manifold duties, she tended to delegate responsibility for Ernst’s care to his older sister Elsa. “Grandmother,” remembered Elsa’s daughter Evie Bettelheim-Bentley, “was not a good-looking woman, but she was quite a character.” At the firm of S. Lubitsch, wholesalers to the trade, the division of labor was simple: Simon, who knew good clothes and dressed accordingly, often in fur coat and derby, bought the fabric; Anna designed the clothes.

Schönhäuser Allee was centrally located, about a twenty-minute walk from the Alexanderplatz, and only a fifteen-minute walk from the Sophien Gymnasium, an excellent liberal arts school. The first floor of the house was given over to the business and was actually two apartments combined. There were seven rooms, with two or three presses in the area that had been the kitchen. The workshop was big, with nearly a half-dozen rooms; one was for storing material, one was a showroom, and so on.

S. Lubitsch employed about eight people, with two cutters working on the premises, preparing the clothes that would be sewn as piecework by seamstresses working at home. Most of the company’s business was in women’s clothes, suits and coats that would be sold to retailers in Holland, Belgium, Scandinavia, and large department stores in Berlin.

Although eight employees plus jobbers do not sound like a large operation, evidence indicates that it was a fair-sized business for the turn-of-the-century Berlin clothing industry. Overseeing everything was Anna Lubitsch. “Grandmother knew every stitch in every piece of cloth,” was the way Evie remembered it. Anna’s omnipresence was a partial necessity, for, in spite of his verbal fluency, Simon Lubitsch never learned to read or write German.

Upstairs, in the living quarters, there were fewer than a half-dozen rooms and one of them was for the maid. The boys doubled up, as did the two girls. There was no bath, just a toilet. To bathe, the Lubitschs would attend a nearby bathhouse. Nor was there central heating; stoves did a good job of warming the apartment, except for the bedrooms, which remained unheated because it was thought heat while sleeping was unhealthy.

Like many of their Jewish brethren in Berlin, the Lubitsch family was assimilated and not at all religious. The synagogue was a place for an obligatory visit on the High Holidays and little more. For Richard Lubitsch, it was not even that, for he early on abandoned Judaism and became a dissident, going so far as to christen his son, Hans, a Protestant. (In 1900, there were 92,000 Jews in a total Berlin population of 2,529,000.) Politically, the Lubitsch family was modestly left-wing, usually voting for the Democratic ticket, a more moderate party than either the Communists or the Social Democrats. Overall, the family’s specific identity was as Berliners, not Jews.

The only one of his children Simon really loved was his youngest son. His oldest son, Richard, and he didn’t get along at all, and his two daughters were . . . girls. But Simon’s younger son, recalled his granddaughter Evie, “was his everything, his piece of gold.”

“The Lubitsch family was very colorful, maybe a little bit hysterical,” she remembered. “Richard blew up very easily; grandfather, the sisters, they all blew up. But Ernst wasn’t like that.”

Richard was the family rebel; there was usually a fight going on between him and his father, a situation amplified by Anna Lubitsch’s habit of spoiling her firstborn. If Richard needed a suit, his mother would order him two. “Richard could spend money like water,” remembered his niece Evie. “He was always on the go, highly intelligent, and a little bit bohemian.” Anna spoiled her youngest as well; since Ernst had to wear special shoes for gym class, and he didn’t want to have to lug an extra pair of shoes around to classes all day, Anna Lubitsch would make a special trip to bring the shoes to him.

The other Lubitsch children were noisy; Ernst was quiet. The other Lubitsch children were carefree about money; Ernst was careful. When they were teenagers, Richard would take a carriage to the theater, while Ernst would take a bus for five cents. Richard would kid Ernst about being cheap, but the frugal young man would counter by saying, “We will see who goes further, you with your carriages or I with my five-penny bus.” And, in fact, although Richard completed his education and had considerable gifts both in his chosen profession of medicine and as a linguist, he would often be forced to ask his brother for financial help.

The competition between the two boys extended even to their musical talents. Since Anna Lubitsch had an idea that children should be kept occupied, music lessons were mandatory. Ernst, therefore, learned to play the cello, Richard the violin, but the younger boy would soon grow to be an adoring partisan of the piano, picking out tunes by the time he was five. Indeed, music always called to his soul. He was a particular fan of a bandmaster in a nearby Berlin park. He became so enthralled by the conductor’s rhythmic grace that he fashioned a baton of his own and stood back in the shadows, watching and imitating the way the conductor flexed his hands and wrists. “I was still doing it when I came to America,” Lubitsch would shyly confess to his friend Grover Jones.

The love of music never left him; there was usually a piano on his movie sets, where he would amuse himself between setups by playing the light classics. People who heard him play considered him modestly proficient but with a heavy left hand. He was not of professional caliber but had a childlike pride in his ability, thinking nothing of competing at parties with renowned composers like Oscar Straus.

Even as a child, Ernst was particular and very punctual; his residual shyness would occasionally be overwhelmed by a mischievousness that would become a principal characteristic. When he was a small child, there was a restaurant near the family apartment run by a man named Steinemann. The diminutive Ernst would burst through the door of the restaurant and begin screaming “Steinemann! Steinemann!!” Since Ernst was shorter than the tables, Herr Steinemann would have a desperate time trying to find the rambunctious child, who was usually headed out the door by the time Steinemann located him.

In the Berlin of that era, boys and girls were educated separately. Upper-class students aged ten or so would enter either a Gymnasium, which emphasized Greek, Latin, and the humanities, or a Realschule, which emphasized science and modern languages and had less status. (A teacher at a Gymnasium would deign to speak to a teacher at a Realschule only if absolutely necessary.) Berlin had more than a hundred Realschules, compared to only thirty Gymnasien. After either eight or nine years, depending on the requirements, a student graduated and was ready for the university . . . or a job.

Sophien Gymnasium was built in 1865-66. Attached was an elementary school that Ernst probably attended from 1899 to 1902. By the time Ernst began studying at the Gymnasium, there were twenty-three senior teachers, sixteen of them with doctorates.

The Sophien offered 550 students (247 of them Jews) eighteen subjects, including instruction in Judaism, Catholicism, and English, the latter a subject that Ernst almost certainly ignored. The most frequented areas of study at the Sophien were law and philosophy. In 1906, Ernst’s class had their choice of three essay topics: “Everybody Finds Poverty Bad, Everyone Is Proud of His Fatherland”; “What Is It That Appears Unmodern to Us in Goethe’s Hermann and Dorothea”; “What Advantage Does One Get from Traveling?”

The Sophien seems to have been the right school for the young boy; Lothar Mendes, who attended the Sophien along with Ernst and would, like his friend, become a film director, would remember that Lubitsch often performed in amateur theatricals, always in old men’s roles. Yet the theater was not his first choice. Music was.

Meeting with an unsatisfactory parental reaction to his nascent ambitions, the child made a slight adjustment. He would be an actor! This met with an equally glowering response; Simon Lubitsch decreed that his son must complete his education.

Simon was not being entirely unreasonable; he seems to have wanted a secure life for his favorite child. The life of a musician can be arduous, while Ernst never had the demeanor—or the looks—of a successful actor. By 1900, Simon was advertising his business, with phone number (111–8011), as “An establishment for the making of coats for women,” and there is no doubt that he wanted to be able to alter the name of the company to “S. Lubitsch & Son.”

Simon’s skepticism about his son’s physical features could not help but be transmitted to Ernst. With the objective eye of the born outsider, Lubitsch never grew completely accustomed to his looks. Like many short men—his full height at maturity was no more than five feet six inches—he put on weight easily and had a build that tended naturally to stockiness. He would come to grumble that “Although I exercise daily and am little, if any, overweight, I am often described as ‘roly poly.’ ” Years later, when Ben Hecht wrote of him that he had “the dark, mocking leer of a creditor,” it struck a nerve; Lubitsch would often bring up the line himself in a self-deprecatory way, under the theory that if you say it first, no one else can say it, which is where the hurt comes from.

In later years, he would gesture at himself and say, “My God, no wonder I look like this; my father sat sewing cross-legged all his life.” The implication was that Simon was a half-step out of the shtetl, which made Ernst seem that much more admirable for bettering himself so rapidly, but the truth was that Simon and Anna Lubitsch’s household was comfortably middle-class.

As Lubitsch remembered later in his life, by the time he was eight he was filled with a thorough hatred of schools because “they tried to mold my way of thinking and compelled me to study subjects that held no interest for me.” Indeed, he became so stagestruck that he never graduated from the Sophien Gymnasium, quitting school at the age of sixteen. (Lubitsch’s niece Ruth Hall would attend the same school, and even have some of the same teachers as her uncle. For all his punctilious habits, it was clear from the professor’s remarks that Ernst had not covered himself in academic glory.) The only certificate Ernst earned was that of a middle-school graduate.

An angry Simon Lubitsch got his son a job as an apprentice at the textile firm of Hoffman Brothers, on Königstrasse, not far from the Alexanderplatz. Bruno Mendelsohn, the head of the shipping department, attempted to train Ernst as a shop assistant but found that, unless constantly supervised, “he would hide behind the bolts of material and read Schiller or something like that.” He was, remembered Mendelsohn, “overcome by the virus of the theater.”

Ernst’s responsibilities at Hoffman Brothers were to measure, measure, measure and write everything down. But Ernst’s bills always had to be carefully checked because the numbers were usually wrong. Simon, who must have feared for his son’s future, finally put him to work in his clothing store, but Ernst had no more aptitude for the business under his father’s watchful eye than he had had under Bruno Mendelsohn’s.

The first week on the job at S. Lubitsch, the obstinate young man enrolled in a drama school that offered courses at night. Clearly, Ernst Lubitsch would not be denied.

• • •

The man who would become Ernst Lubitsch’s directorial mentor was born Max Goldmann in Baden, near Vienna, on September 9, 1873. Like Lubitsch, Goldmann’s early bent toward the theater was frustrated by parental opposition, and he was obliged to apprentice at a trade, first in a factory, then in a bank. Forcing the issue at the age of seventeen, he became involved in a student theater, but, within two years, was engaged by Otto Brahm, manager of the Deutsches Theater in Berlin.

Changing his name to Max Reinhardt, he worked in Brahm’s ensemble for eight years. Unlike many directors, he was a very good actor, especially when he played old men. Brahm was one of the first exponents of naturalism, except for the classics, which tended to be declaimed. Reinhardt grew increasingly uncomfortable with these rigid dichotomies. Straight naturalism struck him as gray and dull, while he felt that Shakespeare and other classics should be approached as if no one had ever acted or seen them before. Reinhardt’s taste was for a sensuous theater, while the prevailing taste at the Deutsches Theater was for a spiritual, intellectual, more academic approach.

Reinhardt left Brahm in 1903 and opened the Little Theater, where a succession of groundbreaking productions of Gorky, Wilde, Strindberg, and Shakespeare make him the rising young turk of the European stage.

In 1905, he returned in triumph to the Deutsches Theater, this time as the managing director. Reinhardt’s first production was Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a play about enchantment. It was no accident; to Reinhardt, theater was a bottomless ocean of wonders and magic. His production clearly delineated the style that would make Reinhardt the most vital personality in the European theater until the rise of Bertolt Brecht.

In terms of the physical style of his productions, Reinhardt was a follower of Gordon Craig, especially in his tendency to use indicative light to replace elaborate, naturalistic sets. But Reinhardt went beyond Craig by using the entire controlled space of the proscenium as a visual frame for the author’s drama. For Reinhardt, the setting was every bit as important as the music, the actors, or the words they spoke. “The theater,” he said, “is neither a moral nor a literary institution,” and he set out to put at the center of every Reinhardt production either spectacle or an intense, mysterious magic.

Reinhardt’s method of working was to insert a blank sheet of paper between each page of the script. On that blank sheet would be written a complete breakdown of everything that would happen onstage while that page was acted. “Every gesture, every eye-blink, every inflection of the performance was there, not just the attitudes and physical line, but the internal life of the play also,” remembered Norman Lloyd, who worked with Reinhardt in 1939.

Under this concept, actors were chosen for their inherent emotional coloring or physical presence, rather than for anything they could mine from the text. At rehearsals, Reinhardt would give a series of running instructions as the actors worked, quietly transmitting his personality to the performer, molding but never imposing. The specifics were usually naturalistic, but they were often rather arbitrary. There was never any declaiming in a Reinhardt production of Shakespeare, never any reciting. Rather, there was resolute underplaying, taut silences and subtleties. On those occasions when an actor wasn’t cutting it, Reinhardt would work with him once, work with him twice, then quietly replace him.

There was little room for any invention on the part of actors—even the length of a turn was dictated—but that was one way to maintain unity of style and theme. He imposed, but indirectly, and he never raised his voice. In essence, this was not direction as American actors and directors have come to know it, it was choreography, with Reinhardt the kindly but exacting Balanchine.

Mainly, he loved actors. “He was a gentle man,” recalled Hedy Lamarr. “I remember one sentence. I had been talking about my idea of luxury, to travel unimpeded but to wake up with the clothes and food and belongings of whatever country I happened to be in. And Reinhardt said, ‘Why don’t you try acting?’ And that led me to Hollywood, which was only another illusion.”

When Reinhardt’s method of production worked, the play was the star; when it didn’t, Reinhardt was the star, one eminently worth watching. Either way, Reinhardt made the theater matter by sheer force of will and talent; as long as they lived, people who saw Reinhardt productions would speak of them in hushed tones, as candles that shed a glowing, lambent light on the theatrical art. The novelist and playwright Bruno Frank was typical, rhapsodizing over a Reinhardt production of a Galsworthy play: “It was like chamber music. The theater was small and exquisite. You sat in armchairs. The performance was flawless. You sat there, in thrall to the world Reinhardt had created.”

Reinhardt’s passion carried the implicit message that the theater, that art, mattered, a view that all of Berlin agreed with. “A new Hamlet would be discussed at breakfast tables all over Berlin,” remembered Rabbi Joachim Prinz. “And the biting reviews of Alfred Kerr—they made a difference to people.” Soon, Reinhardt was ruling over several theaters. In addition to the “official” Deutsches Theater, there was the Kammerspiel, a small, experimental theater used for intimate dramas, and the Volksbühne (People’s Theater), holding nearly five thousand people, where he would produce spectacles like his famed version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

Ernst Lubitsch would spend more than six years with this genius and he would watch very closely. Reinhardt’s procedures of casting, of painstaking preparation, of gentle control, were the same methods Lubitsch would follow all his directorial life.

• • •

All German actors wanted to work for Reinhardt, which meant that just getting an audition was extraordinarily difficult. For a young man whose only stage experience was in school plays, it was impossible. Lubitsch realized that something besides a direct approach was called for. Despite his father’s doubts, despite his sloppy academics, Lubitsch’s self-confidence—or his desperation—was such that, late in 1910, he called upon Victor Arnold, one of the primary stage comedians of the era and a man who had been working with Max Reinhardt since the latter’s cabaret days. Arnold was a short, round man famed for his portrayals of eccentric characters like Polonius or Thisbe. He also appeared regularly in cabarets and founded a loose association of comic artists known as “The Scandalmongers.”

“[Arnold] was a versatile fellow,” Lubitsch would remember. “[He] could play a part from Molière or Shakespeare one night and broad slapstick the next. I liked him best in the lighter roles.” Ernst would sit in the balcony as often as his allowance would permit and watch Arnold.

Arnold was more than a comedian; he was a brilliant character actor who, remembered Max Reinhardt’s son Gottfried, “mined his comedy from the deep shafts connecting his own tragic soul to the eternal one of humanity.”

Lubitsch begged Arnold to take him as a pupil. As an audition piece, he played Shylock “as it was never played before—nor since, I hope—and I think he was a little frightened. He admitted, however, that I had possibilities . . .”

The sympathetic Arnold agreed to help Lubitsch acquire the rudiments of his craft—the real craft, not the one taught by those teachers whose contact with the professional stage was peripheral at best—and for the next year Lubitsch apprenticed under Arnold while working for his father. Ernst was later to refer to this period as his “double life.”I

Ernst’s commitment to Arnold and the theater was only increased by the development of what appears to have been a psychosomatic allergy to wool, which made his services at S. Lubitsch, or, for that matter, anywhere else in the clothing trade, improbable. Clearly, his future was not with S. Lubitsch but with V. Arnold.

At length, Arnold felt he showed sufficient promise to take him to see Max Reinhardt. “My short stature, black hair, and that ‘dark mocking leer’ must have impressed him for he put me to work,” Lubitsch would remember over twenty years later. The announcement of his apprenticeship was placed in the Berlin papers on August 9, 1911. It was far more of a watershed than Ernst’s dismissive crack would indicate, for Lubitsch was not working on some provincial or second-rate stage; rather, he was where all German actors aspired to be: with Max Reinhardt, at the Deutsches Theater on Schumannstrasse. He was only nineteen years old.



I. Although Lubitsch and Max Reinhardt both gave the credit for Lubitsch’s discovery to Victor Arnold, in later years the eccentric comedian and dancer Ernst Mátray took the credit. According to Mátray’s version, Lubitsch was a wardrobe helper at the Deutsches Theater who was burning to be an actor. Mátray supposedly shepherded Lubitsch into small parts and a year’s contract with Reinhardt, after which Reinhardt declined to renew and a pitying Mátray took Lubitsch on as an assistant. The problem with Mátray’s story is that, first, Lubitsch had no reason to lie. Second, Mátray was in no position, then or afterwards, to impose protégés on Reinhardt, while Arnold, whom Reinhardt regarded as a genius, most certainly was. In later years, Mátray became a choreographer at RKO and MGM, where his reputation was that of a deeply contrary man, as is evidenced by the penciled note in his copy of Josef von Sternberg’s autobiography: “If this man thinks he knows anything about Hollywood, he’s crazy!”



chapter two


Berlin: an island in Germany which produces the Berlin sense of humor: a sharp, dry, matter-of-fact wit mixed with gallows and laugh-at-yourself humor . . . devoid of reverence or self-pity.

—marlene dietrich

By 1910, Berlin was building toward its apotheosis in the twenties. The landed Junkers that lived on the periphery and the nouveau riche that lived near the center all depended on the city for their amusement, and Berlin never failed them.

“Berlin grew metropolitan overnight,” said one observer, “skipping all intermediary phases and catching up in less than no time with the other urban centers of the world. In this headlong plunge . . . it was hypnotized by its own aggrandizement and never had enough leisure to integrate, as its venerable sister capitals had done over long spans of time. The Berliners lived next to each other, not with each other.”

In the years before the psychological devastation wrought by World War I, Berlin was a cosmopolitan city with a very specific mentality: fast, funny, sly, skeptical, worldly, with a touch of insolence—as Marlene Dietrich, also a native, would put it, “snotty.” Berlin’s Jews were akin to Vienna’s—educated people who loved culture and whose Jewish identity was not in the forefront of their consciousness.

It was a city and culture in ferment, and much of the discourse centered on sex. There were the plays of Frank Wedekind, the art of Gustav Klimt, the music of Richard Strauss. “Better a whore than a bore,” said Wedekind. Whatever their sexual persuasion, many of Berlin’s citizens took the admonition to heart. By 1914, Berlin had about forty homosexual bars and, according to police figures, between 1,000 and 2,000 male prostitutes.

Obviously, Germany was changing; the 1912 elections gave liberals, Catholics, and Socialists two-thirds of the vote. One out of every three Germans voted Socialist. For the first time, it seemed that Germany was looking toward the future rather than the past, a trait shared by a young apprentice in the Max Reinhardt company.

Ernst Lubitsch made his first appearance with Reinhardt in the 1910-11 season, in Felix Hollander’s The Fat Caesar, which opened August 26. Also in the cast was another future luminary of German cinema, Paul Wegener. On October 5, Ernst opened in Souls Exchanged, doubling in two parts. In the 1911-12 season, Reinhardt cast Ernst in, among others, Molière’s George Dandin (April 13), Shakespeare’s King Henry IV, Part I (October 18) starring Paul Wegener in the title role with Lubitsch playing Peto, and Maeterlinck’s The Blue Bird opening on December 23.

On February 29, 1912, Reinhardt began rehearsing Molière’s The Ashamed Husband with Victor Arnold in the title role and Lubitsch as his boy Colin. It was the first time teacher and student officially worked together. The production, as per Reinhardt’s usual methods, entailed six long weeks of rehearsal, and was considered a triumph, but no critic noticed the young man at Arnold’s side. The pattern of small, mostly thankless parts and critical oblivion was to be consistently repeated over the years with Reinhardt.

Things picked up with the 1913-14 season, when Lubitsch appeared in five Shakespeare productions in five months, among them Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, and King Henry IV parts 1 and 2, all directed by Reinhardt. (All these productions ran for between five and forty-seven performances apiece.) In most of these plays, Lubitsch was billed at or near the bottom, and no wonder; in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Lubitsch played Snout; in Hamlet, he played the second gravedigger, while Victor Arnold played Polonius.

Another small-part actor in King Henry IV would also do better for himself and his audiences as a director. As a performer, Wilhelm Plumpe was hampered by his height (nearly six-and-a-half feet) and his red hair, but he was a nascent genius. As F. W. Murnau, his moody, unified, emotionally devastating film masterpieces such as The Last Laugh, Sunrise, and Tabu would mark him as the other true inheritor of the Reinhardt mantle; it was Murnau who would fully translate the master’s style into screen drama, just as Lubitsch would do the honors for screen comedy.
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The more-or-less authentic Tudor art direction of Lubitsch’s Anne Boleyn, released in America as Deception.



While Ernst worked, he watched . . . and learned. “When I was a young man in Max Reinhardt’s company,” he remembered in 1940, “I was Shakespearean straight man to one of the greatest Shakespearean clowns [Arnold]. If so much as one snicker still could be heard in the balcony, I had to keep my mouth shut. ‘Ride the laugh!’ he would yell when we came off the stage. ‘Say nothing until the house is ready to listen again.’ He would kill me every time I forgot.”

Ernst discovered that Reinhardt’s techniques were eminently transferable, for Reinhardt’s productions were successful everywhere, from the intimate Kammerspiel adjacent to the Deutsches Theater to the ballroom of Vienna’s Imperial Palace, from A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Hollywood Bowl to The Merchant of Venice in Venice. Reinhardt’s lack of didacticism, his creation of a sympathetic alliance between an author and an audience, would become hallmarks of his disciple’s art.

“Reinhardt’s theater,” remembered one of his pupils, the actor Leon Askin, “[was] geared to entertain, not to teach nor to preach.

“It was an ensemble art. Be it a cast of five or a hundred and fifty. But the smaller casts, that was where the genius lay. I saw his King Lear, and he did it small, Kammerspiel. The same with The Merchant of Venice, with Fritz Kortner as Shylock. What he wanted was a mixture of realism and impressionism.”

Personally, the older man was immensely charming and seductive, with an ego that rarely intruded, although once, when Reinhardt was directing a production of Love and Intrigue, he walked up to Askin and moved—touched!—a hat Askin was wearing so it would be off-center. “Remember this all your life,” said Reinhardt as he walked away. Of course, Askin did.

• • •

The theater, as represented by Reinhardt, was an accepted component of the lofty German civilization. Cinema, which would elevate many of Reinhardt’s disciples to an international fame he would never have believed possible, was little more than an out-of-the-way alcove in the cathedral of German Kultur.

In the earliest years of German cinema, exhibitors were mobile, moving from fairground to fairground. But by late 1904, exhibitors began opening the equivalents of nickelodeons in empty shops; between 1906 and 1914 German cinema gradually developed a firm foundation. Companies such as Bioscop and Projektion-A.G. Union were firmly established. In 1908 alone, three hundred new cinemas opened in Berlin, compared to thirty-four preexisting music halls.

The shining light of this period of the German cinema was the astonishingly vivid actress Asta Nielsen, a Danish émigré who was something of a cross between Eleanor Duse and Lillian Gish, a deeply emotional actress incapable of an untrue moment. In films like the Ibsenesque 1911 Die Arme Jenny or 1912’s Das Mädchen ohne Vaterland, Nielsen staked out the high ground with portrayals that encompassed total psychological desolation and death. At the same time, just for a change of pace, she could toss off a performance of flamboyant, hoydenish, ingenious fun of the sort that was being done in America by the gifted Mabel Normand.

The low ground was occupied by action stars like Harry Piel, whose wildly popular adventure films like his 1915 Der Bär von Baskerville now seem flat and ludicrous, showing why most European action stars were put out of business by Americans like Douglas Fairbanks when their films flooded Europe after World War I. (An exception is a 1913 film entitled Das Recht auf Das Dasein, directed by Joseph Delmont, which features stuntwork and chase scenes that Fairbanks himself could not have bettered.)

When not distracted by a particularly adult plot or brilliant performance, the German cinema of the prewar period lacks the technical expertise that was even then common in the equivalent American films, with spectacularly overstuffed art direction that makes the Victorians look stark by comparison. A film like the 1917 Lulu is virtually derailed by the absurd decor and clothes; at one point, the female lead wears what seems to be the hat of an English coachman, topped off by a peacock feather. Later, she displays a particularly unfortunate tam o’ shanter, clothing choices that rather undermine a character who is supposed to be a sexual sociopath.

Gauche displays like this are sometimes compensated for by a penchant for location shooting, where a sense of natural geography often related to the character’s emotional states. It was a sophistication usually present only in the work of the best directors working in America, such as D. W. Griffith and Maurice Tourneur.

The nature of the films made in Germany were determined by the fact that film distribution was a monopoly, at this stage headed by Paul Davidson, whose Frankfurt-based PAGU (Projektion-A.G. Union) company had evolved out of a chain of cinemas, and whose primary star was Asta Nielsen. It was Davidson who helped create the idea of making a film a highly specialized event, complete with a ceremonial premiere, all structured around the presence of a preeminent star. It was a strategy that would pay enormous dividends for Lubitsch in just a few years. By carefully spacing out the release pattern of his films, by creating what a later generation of marketing executives would call “want-to-see,” Davidson could release a smash hit using no more than twenty prints of the film.

One advantage of working with the Reinhardt ensemble, even in small parts, was the prestige that the position conferred. Movie studios would make notations regarding the home theaters of actors who inquired about film work. In the cloakrooms and rehearsal halls of the Deutsches Theater, movies had to have been discussed a great deal. Among others, Paul Wegener was very impressed by the money to be made in movies, and he also had concrete ideas about their artistic potential. As, apparently, did his boss.

In 1913, with much fanfare, Max Reinhardt made two pictures back to back for Paul Davidson. For Davidson, the signing was enormously prestigious; he took out ads in the trade papers advertising the “Professor Max Reinhardt Cycle.” For Reinhardt, it was a chance to experiment with a new form of entertainment he adored and to be paid 50,000 marks. Unfortunately, according to his son Gottfried, “He didn’t take the two silent movies seriously at all; they were a vacation. He was taking his holidays in Italy at this time and the films were done on the side.”

The first, Veneziane Nacht (Venetian Nights), opens with brooding shots of Reinhardt and author Karl Vollmoller, but the material is a semi-silly bedroom farce that unsuccessfully copes with an unhappy ending. The story involves a professor who falls in love with the bride-to-be of a heavily caricatured German burgher. Reinhardt does bring off a rather nice dream sequence, in which spirits come through the door, cavort around the bed in which Alfred Abel (the professor) lies sleeping, get on the bed, and go out the window, after which Abel’s own spirit rises up and follows them.

Venetian Nights offers some lovely views of an essentially nineteenth-century Venice, which is, of course, identical with late twentieth-century Venice. But the film feels like a throwaway, with a slapdash aura about it; at one point, the camera, mounted in a gondola, pans left and picks up the gondolier, who quickly ducks out of the frame. It’s a sloppiness Reinhardt would never have countenanced onstage.

Interestingly, Reinhardt casts the film with one or two Lubitsch look-alikes, short, dark, swarthy, Jewish types that he uses for comic relief, but the film is only notable for the odd, graceful movements of Ernst Mátray as “The Bat.”

Reinhardt’s second film for Davidson, Die Insel der Seligen (Isle of the Blessed) is an insufferable combination of Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Shot in the summer along the Italian coast south of La Spezia, it’s even worse than Venetian Nights. Both films prove that Reinhardt, for all his theatrical genius, had no sense of film form, of framing, pace, or how to tell a story using a camera. Worse, his films have no sense of the formal control evidenced by his stage work; except for the ambitiousness of the material, they look as if anybody could have shot them; just set up the camera and run off a few takes.

Davidson decided to open Isle of the Blessed first and gave it an enormous premiere on October 3, 1913, to a largely negative press and public reaction. Davidson snuck Venetian Nights out much later, and the other two films called for under Reinhardt’s contract were never made. Reinhardt’s prestige was so great that the egregious failure of his foray into film didn’t hurt him in the least; rather, it seemed to the cultural intelligentsia that Reinhardt’s inability to wrest anything interesting out of the movies was positive proof of this parlor amusement’s innate inferiority.

• • •

Ernst’s starting salary with Reinhardt seems to have been in the vicinity of nineteen marks a month, about ninety dollars. Lubitsch’s niece Evie Bettelheim-Bentley thinks that he was also receiving financial help from his parents, but Lubitsch’s fierce expenditure of energy implied that starvation was a mere day away. In addition to apprenticing for Reinhardt, he also began working in cabaret, singing, dancing, climbing all over this fascinating business of theater with insatiable, avid curiosity. “Nothing was too much for him,” remembered Evie. “Something always interested him.”

One of the theaters where Lubitsch worked getting his daily quota of laughs was in Gardelegen, where he met a young actor named Emil Jannings. Jannings told him that he had run away from home at the age of sixteen, working in barns, tents, or shabby theaters. Jannings was a portly bear of a man possessing a marginally greater equation of genius than of ham. On what was one of Jannings’ first days’ work in the movies, an at-liberty Lubitsch went along for the ride. Director Robert Wiene, who would later make The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, directed Jannings to jump off a bridge.

Jannings began to walk away, insulted that a great artist, even an unknown great artist, was being asked to collaborate in his own humiliation. Lubitsch ran after him and convinced him to go through with the scene. Jannings relented, and another career made it past the birthing stage.

“Jannings considered this two-dollar-a-day bit work cheap and undignified,” remembered Lubitsch in 1938, “but he needed the money.” Jannings’ childlike ardor in pursuing the essence of a character offscreen as well as on drove many directors up the wall, but Lubitsch tended to be more amused than angry. “When he played Nero he ate so much he gained fifteen pounds,” Lubitsch commented. “When he played the old doorman in The Last Laugh, his wife was ashamed to be seen on the street with him for she said he shuffled along with his head hanging.”

Jannings’ physiognomy led him to be cast in heavy, tragic roles even when he was virtually hallucinating from hunger. That kind of desperate need was something Lubitsch could not easily relate to, for Simon Lubitsch was a middle-class bourgeois, and Ernst would always value the accoutrements of a comfortable life. Nevertheless, Lubitsch and Jannings shared a mutual compulsion to succeed in the theater, and became fast friends.

The low point of Ernst’s theatrical career, the moment that every successful actor enjoys reminiscing about, if only to point up how far he has come, probably came in London, where Lubitsch was playing in Reinhardt’s Sumurun. There was no money—Ernst had probably underestimated what he would need for the trip and was too proud to ask Simon or his fellow actors for money—and Lubitsch was further isolated by his inability to speak English. He was staying in the cheapest lodging house he could find and was so broke he couldn’t afford a fire. Still, for an energetic young man with an undoubted comic talent, things were bound to get better, and soon.

• • •

Although Otto von Bismarck had played off one nationality, one ethnic group, against another with a merciless cold-bloodedness, he never had a particularly expansionist mind; to him, Germany’s geographical position and small size made a large empire a needless luxury. Yet, after Kaiser Wilhelm II dismissed Bismarck from office in March 1890, a new and very different sensibility began to define Germany’s identity.

Now, there was only Wilhelm, a verbally rambunctious, deeply insecure character with a soul to match his withered arm. One of Wilhelm’s primary obsessions was a pervasive love-hate relationship with England, which led him to a determination to unite all the peoples of Europe against the English, psychologically more than militarily. He did not want to conquer them, only to impress them with his imperial might.

When Austria’s Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated at Sarajevo, virtually the only country with whom Wilhelm was on good terms was Austria-Hungary. Wilhelm stood by his sole ally as an insane miasma of factionalism made World War I inevitable and gave an increasingly paranoid Kaiser the opportunity to show the world, especially the English and their allies France and Russia, the superlative caliber of German steel.

According to the propaganda that filled the German newspapers, the French were degenerates, the English sniveling shopkeepers, and the Russians animalistic swine. For Wilhelm and his people, this war was a spiritual quest for self-definition through the exercise of a German power that had at last arrived. For the Germans, war was not merely a test of spirit, but of vitality, of life, of the culture being represented in battle.

Even Magnus Hirschfeld, the leader of Germany’s homosexuals, said that the war was for the sake of “honesty and sincerity” as opposed to “the smoking-jacket culture” of England and France. In the words of historian Modris Ecksteins, this was a war fought “in an existential rather than a physical sense.”

In the Lubitsch household and in thousands of others across Germany, it was obvious that the German high command was planning to go to war long before they actually did. Richard Lubitsch had already earned his medical degree but was required to sign an agreement stating that if and when war broke out, he would enter the army immediately.

• • •

At some point in 1913, Ernst began his first tentative forays into movies. There are fragmentary mentions in the trade press of that year of him being under contract to the Bioscop company, at the same time Paul Wegener and Asta Nielsen were working for it. But no films featuring Lubitsch appear to have been reviewed in the trade press.

Lubitsch himself remembered that his film debut was in a two-reeler in which he played an old man. The producer requested personal appearances by the actors at the film’s premiere. When Lubitsch found himself before the footlights, wearing a fake beard, he panicked, jumped over the footlights, ran up the aisle and out of the theater. Members of the audience, who thought this was part of the show, started chasing him, which in turn brought the police.

The story sounds apocryphal—Lubitsch was already an experienced stage actor, not to mention an inherent ham, so why would appearing in old-age makeup upset him? Not only that, but his first recorded films, dating from 1913 and 1914, both featured him as a go-getting clerk.

But the fact that he stages a very similar scene in 1919’s Meyer aus Berlin (Meyer from Berlin) that could easily have derived from the earlier experience gives the story less of an imaginary air. (It is, of course, equally possible that Lubitsch was replacing the prosaic, hard-working reality common to struggling actors with a sharper, funnier scene he had invented for a film.)

The first definitive appearance that Lubitsch made was in a film called The Firm Marries, released in January 1914. Not coincidentally, Victor Arnold played the boss of a clothing firm, while—also probably not coincidentally—Lubitsch plays Moritz Abramowsky, a clothiers apprentice. The film was a smash (“quite chic, the hit of the season” read one review), playing at nine theaters for two weeks and popping up on Berlin marquees for the next several years.

The film was such a success that it quickly threw off a sequel, The Pride of the Firm, shot in the early summer of 1914, but not released until January 1915. But where The Firm Marries had essentially starred Victor Arnold, with Lubitsch in a supporting role, The Pride of the Firm was indisputably a Lubitsch vehicle—the tide refers to Siegmund Lachmann, the first of Ernst’s lovable schlemiel characters. It is the first of Lubitsch’s films to survive, even though it’s not much of a movie—not serious enough for a drama, not funny enough for a comedy.

Nevertheless, the public was immediately enchanted; Ernst’s portrait appeared in the advertising of Union Film, the producers of The Pride of the Firm. Underneath, the copy read “Ernst Lubitsch’s unlimited humor as hero of the famous comedy The Pride of the Firm daily causes the audience to break out in laughter.” Even before he had been thus encouraged by both critics and public, Ernst made his first tentative steps into direction with a film entitled Fräulein Seifenschaum (Miss Soapsuds), shot in the summer of 1914.

Ernst’s part of a rough-and-ready hustler in The Pride of the Firm was not as singular a characterization as might be supposed. Comedians like Guido Herzfeld and Ernst Mátray were also working off a rough-and-ready sensibility derived from the working-class districts of East Berlin. Certainly, Ernst’s new-found success did not tempt him away from the theater; all through 1914 and 1915, he was making frequent appearances, the most notable of which was probably in The Merchant of Venice, starring the great Rudolph Schildkraut, which opened on September 15, 1915. Lubitsch played Lancelot, the disloyal servant, to an unimpressive response. “Ernst Lubitsch as Lancelot,” wrote the critic for the Berliner Tageblatt, “was too much of a good thing.”

• • •

World War I was to devastate the Lubitsch family as surely as it would devastate their homeland. Among its first victims was Victor Arnold. According to the theater director Felix Hollander, “Like most great comics, Arnold was melancholy and a bit of a hypochondriac.” Arnold had made investments in Russian stocks, investments that disappeared soon after the start of the war. Shortly after that, the comedian developed two fixations: that he could not learn another role, let alone play it, and that he would starve to death. Arnold wrote Asta Nielsen a letter asking her to find him a job in films that would get him out of Berlin, where he was assaulted daily by newspaper reports of death and destruction.

In the fall of 1914, during a rehearsal with Reinhardt, Arnold had a complete nervous breakdown. Arnold begged the director to release him from his part, but to give him some kind of office job so he wouldn’t starve. Felix Hollander accompanied Arnold to a neurologist, who prescribed rest at a sanitarium in Dresden. Shortly after he arrived there, in October 1914, Arnold committed suicide by slashing his throat with broken glass. Lubitsch, deeply distraught by his mentor’s death, was even more disturbed by the perilous circumstances of Arnold’s wife. “He gave her all the money he could,” remembered Lubitsch’s niece Evie. “Nobody who knocked at his door went away empty-handed.”

Only a few weeks later, on December 10, 1914, Anna Lubitsch died at the age of sixty-four. She was buried at Weissensee Cemetery in plot number 2135. Anna’s comparatively early death established an ominous pattern that would be repeated in that branch of the family. Richard Lubitsch would die at the age of fifty-six, while Ernst’s two sisters would both die at sixty. Despite her imperious ways, Anna Lubitsch had been adored by her younger son, and he was devastated by her death. The task of running S. Lubitsch fell to Marga’s husband, Max Friedlander, who had married into the family in 1909.

Shortly after the time of Anna Lubitsch’s death, the war shortages hit. Soon, there was no food, no clothing, no heat in the schools and, often, no heat at home. Even if Simon and his son-in-law had been able to find anybody to design the clothes as well as Anna had, there was no fabric and no help.

Because of wartime housing restrictions, many families, including the Lubitschs, were forced to move in together. Simon Lubitsch slept on a cot in the sitting room. All this upheaval only increased Ernst’s desperate pace, for he willingly accepted the responsibility of supporting his rather large, extended family. Because of his efforts, the family was able to hold on to certain niceties, such as a maid, that were highly unusual during the war.

With a whole crew of mercurial Lubitschs living under one roof, there was bound to be friction. Elsa and Marga would often have sisterly fights, which would force the naturally conciliatory Ernst to leave the room . . . or the house. “I want a nice family,” he would say, “with no fights. I don’t want to hear that.” His nieces, who both lived with him during this period, recalled him as a fantastic family man who somehow never lost his temper despite considerable provocation.

The same could not be said of Simon, who had a temper and did not make much of an effort to control it. In particular, he took delight in tormenting the family maid, who never seemed to get up as early as he wanted her to. If breakfast was not ready when Simon thought it should be, he would be furious and make a great deal of noise. One Sunday morning, after having come in quite late the night before, Ernst was awakened by Simon’s loud voice. Fuming, Ernst got every shoe tree in the house and lined them up next to his bed.

The next morning, Simon once again went into his dance. Ernst took one shoe tree after another and hurled them against the door, making a ferocious, long-lasting racket that stunned Simon into silence. Ernst then yelled out that if his father ever again awakened him so rudely he would leave the house the next day. Everybody held their breath, waiting to see just how angry Simon would get, but the old man quietly acquiesced. “The only one who could be excused all the time was Ernst,” remembered his niece Evie. “Ernst could do whatever he wanted.” More than anything else, Ernst seemed amused by his father, although not if it cost him a night’s sleep.

The pace must have been frantic. Mornings, Ernst might be rehearsing at the Deutsches Theater, and playing in the evening at the Volksbühne. After a performance, or when he wasn’t cast in a show, he was working at one cabaret or another. When he wasn’t rehearsing, or planning one of the practical jokes for which he became renowned within the Reinhardt company, he was filming. If he didn’t have time for lunch, Evie, accompanied by the maid, would troop backstage carrying a sandwich and a thermos full of coffee or chocolate for her uncle. While the young girl gaped at the glamour and bustle of backstage, Ernst, in between gulps of food, would tease her about her problematic relationship with one of her teachers. “I saw Miss Brunermann today,” he would say. “I think you are not a good girl.”

He was a man in incessant motion. “In those days,” he would remember, “any actor who had the chance did pictures in the daytime and plays at night . . . if he had the stamina. I did.” He even came up with a blackface cabaret character called Black Moritz. Lubitsch would blacken his face at home, then take the bus to the cabaret.

Eventually, Simon Lubitsch had to close his firm because there was no material with which to make clothes. Evie Bettelheim’s father, a soldier, even had to bring a coat home on furlough and have his wife alter it to serve as a coat for Evie. For a while, Simon Lubitsch still had money to buy meat for his family on the black market. He told his children and grandchildren that it was horse meat, but they knew better; it was really cat.

The war was becoming a devastating ordeal for Germany, and the citizens reacted accordingly. One day, the radical playwright Ernst Toller, on leave from the army, was wandering in Munich when he saw a raging mob. Someone had heard two women speaking French, and they had immediately been surrounded and beaten. The women had protested that they were good Germans, but they had still been beaten and might have been killed if the police had not arrived to take them away.

Ernst Lubitsch managed to avoid being drafted because, in the Germany of that period, children carried their father’s nationality; Simon was Russian, therefore Ernst was Russian, and Russians could not serve in the German armed forces. For that matter, neither could they be doctors, but Richard Lubitsch, who had already made his career choice, had a powerful friend who pulled some strings and got his citizenship changed.

• • •

Lubitsch’s screen character was seemingly formed instantaneously; short films that he made in 1914 like The Pride of the Firm and Miss Piccolo show him breezing through with complete assurance, indulging in breezy slapstick leavened with occasional winks at the camera. At first, he appeared in and directed only comedies, because, as he sardonically explained, “the dramatic pictures of that time were so silly, it was much more honest to make comedies.”

The archetypal Lubitsch performance can be observed in Schuhpalast Pinkus (Shoe Salon Pinkus), a 1916 release which he directed as well as starred in (on the basis of the surviving films, Lubitsch was always a better actor for himself than for any other director). Incongruously, Lubitsch begins the film by playing Sally Pinkus as a schoolboy. Sally the youth is the matrix for Sally the man: lecherous, no more honest than he has to be, and totally indifferent to the world’s expectations. When he tickles girls under the chin, his tongue darts out lasciviously and, apparently, involuntarily. When he buys an ice-cream sandwich, he licks all the way around the sides. Lubitsch, at the age of twenty-four, looks far too old to convincingly play a high school student, which adds a further touch of the grotesque to the proceedings.

Sally is expelled from school for cheating on a test, and goes to work as a shoe store clerk, but is fired for making advances to the owner’s daughter. Hired at a fashionable salon, he is again fired, this time for tickling the foot of an attractive customer.

Clearly, Sally is a horny cartoon, but he is a smart horny cartoon. When a vain customer rejects all the shoes the boss shows her because they are too large, Sally writes the number of a smaller size over the correct size. The customer’s ego assuaged, she buys the shoes and Sally is reinstated. He’s a German Duddy Kravitz, full of irrepressible chutzpah. When the owner of the shoe salon hires him, Pinkus smiles and says “I can only congratulate you.” The pluck and assurance of the Jewish character are fairly typical of pre-Fascist Berlin, but the actor’s speed and gaiety are surprising.

Sally and the customer, a successful dancer, begin seeing each other, and she volunteers to finance him in his own store. Faced with a genuine opportunity, Sally turns Shoe Salon Pinkus into a success. (Sally is a dictatorial, domineering boss, and one of the people he harasses is a young screenwriter/actor named Hans Kräly, who would become his closest collaborator for the next fourteen years.) Sally ends up succeeding in business and in love, winning the hand of his benefactress, all on his own terms.

Sally Pinkus is just one of several names applied to the character Ernst had played, with one exception, in all his films since 1914. Whether his name was Moritz or Sally, he is World War I Berlin’s answer to the presumptuous, unethical, overtly Jewish Sammy Glick, and, like Sammy Glick, Lubitsch’s performances have made a lot of people very uneasy ever since. Certainly, Nazi critics salivated with glee; a Dr. Kalbus claimed that the congenital effrontery displayed by Lubitsch in these early comedies was “extraneous to the German race.” But even later generations would be bothered by Ernst’s exuberance, as if by inhabiting a stock character he had somehow called down the fires of heaven on German Jews.

Andrew Sarris’s appraisal is typical: “His performances are broad, abrasive and, by today’s standards, virtually anti-Semitic. The Jew is shown to be cunning, grasping, shrewd and lecherous as he lumbers through life with maniacal ambitions . . . there is an overbearing presumption in the eyes and an insinuating sensuality in the lips, combined with an overall lack of charm and grace.”

These issues came up at the time as well; in a 1916 interview, Ernst defended his use of Jewish humor by saying “Jewish humor wherever it appears is sympathetic and artistic, and it plays such a large role everywhere that it would be ridiculous not to include it in cinema.”

Certainly, there’s more to Lubitsch’s comic character than his critics are prepared to acknowledge. It should not be overlooked that Sally owes a great deal to beloved stock characters from Berlin’s cabaret culture. True, he has a killer’s instinct for the main chance, but there is something heartening about his calculated insolence, his refusal to acknowledge the fact that many of his coworkers laugh at him, his persistent unwillingness to be at the servile beck and call of every customer who walks in; clearly, he’s a comic exaggeration of Ernst’s own impatience at the firm of S. Lubitsch.I

Absent all these contexts, all we can see is a grinning comic gargoyle of negative comic character traits, traits that quickly brought Ernst the recognition that had eluded him at the Deutsches Theater.

By 1915, Lubitsch had attained sufficient renown to make the equivalent of special guest appearances in the films of others, such as Max Mack’s Robert und Bertram, a dire, alleged comedy featuring the low-comedy Bavarian equivalents of Abbott and Costello. Although Lubitsch gets third billing, he has what amounts to a cameo that spins off his already established aggressive sexuality. He makes his entrance staggering out of a door in an evident postcoital daze, followed by an adoring young girl. When she is spirited off by the remarkably unfunny title characters, he plots his comic revenge.

It’s a typical Lubitsch performance: cocky, directly establishing his empathetic presence despite the surrounding desolation. Although he had already directed himself and others quite well, Lubitsch was here working for a filmmaker of demonstrably shallower gifts, a mistake probably attributable to his compulsive work habits.

Shortly after Robert und Bertram, Ernst grew restless with the rut he felt he was digging for himself. “Like every comedian, I longed to play a straight leading man, a sort of ‘bon vivant’ role,” he would write in 1947. The result was a film he remembered as carrying the unpromising title of Als Ich Tot War (When I Was Dead) which is probably the film released as Wie Ich Ermordet Wurde (How I Was Murdered). Under any title, the film is lost, as are most of Lubitsch’s early acting appearances. As Lubitsch would ruefully remember, the film’s failure was predictible. “Had I looked in my mirror, I could have realized all that in advance,” he would say in 1921.

“This picture,” he wrote the critic Herman Weinberg, “was a complete failure as the audiences were unwilling to accept me as a straight leading man. I decided to switch back again to the kind of parts which had brought me my first success . . .” The pragmatic willingness to follow the audience’s reaction is instructive. Clearly, he felt that at this stage of his career, he had to sublimate his own instincts to those of his audience; in later years, he would be considerably more independent, persisting in making the kinds of films he liked in spite of an often indifferent commercial reception.

All right; it would be back to comedy, to recoup the ground he had lost. On May 15, 1915, a film trade paper noted that “well-known film actor Ernst Lubitsch, about whom we have good memories . . . has signed a new contract with [Union] film . . . We all await his films with a very lively interest.” A month later, an advertisement told theater owners to be “sure that you have the series of films in one act with Ernst Lubitsch, the indestructible humorist of the screen . . . the amount of laughter is colossal.” Lurking in his fertile brain was a comic theory that seemed to have possibilities. The central idea would be, as he put it, to “develop something big out of something not so big.”

Although by 1915 Ernst had attained a certain status in the world of film, Reinhardt was not jealous. In fact Lubitsch’s mentor was giving him bigger parts. Lubitsch was fifth-billed in Goethe’s The Fair at Plundersweilern (May 21); in Reinhardt’s 1916 production of The Green Flute (April 26) he was billed third, while he played Kostylew in a new production of Gorky’s The Lower Depths (October 7).

Shoe Salon Pinkus jump-started Ernst’s stalled career. It opened in the early summer of 1916 at two Berlin theaters. After eight days, it had been seen by 10,872 people; a week after that, it opened in six more theaters. In Ernst’s interview in Kinematograph in 1916, his first with the trade press, he is characterized as a “small, lively, still-youthful man.” The article reports that he never has any free time, and is always embarking on new plans, thoughts, and works. Lubitsch refused to discuss the art of the film, because, he said, he already had enough earnestness in his first name.

A month after Shoe Salon Pinkus opened, Ernst was playing in a combination film and stage show at the Tauentzien Palast. The show was called Der Schwarze Moritz (Black Moritz), with Ernst starring as his blackface character. For the next year, he turned out a series of one-and two-reel comedies, but he also took the opportunity to play a plum part for another director.

In Edmund Edel’s Doktor Satansohn (1916) Lubitsch plays the devil, complete with a gray-flecked goatee. Lubitsch’s devil is a true imp of the perverse, with lots of eyebrow-waggling and handrubbing, malevolent and mischievous. While undeniably “busy”—the stock Jewish gestures by which he defines the character, complete with head-tilting and hand-wringing, mark him as the kind of actor that the mature director Lubitsch would never have hired—Ernst provides the only spark of life in the otherwise stodgy film. While he was never a versatile actor, Lubitsch, when correctly cast, was highly effective, and here he plays the devil with the same glint in his eye that he directed Laird Cregar to display in Heaven Can Wait, his last masterpiece, more than twenty-five years later.

While Ernst was assuming control of his film career, his stage career suffered a setback. His opening in The Lower Depths on October 7, 1916, ended any ambitions that Ernst might have had to be regarded as a successor to Victor Arnold. Ernst was playing the same part that Victor Arnold had drawn raves for, but Fritz Engel, the critic for the Berliner Tageblatt, wrote that “Ernst Lubitsch . . . is not quite a replacement for Victor Arnold.”

It must have seemed a propitious time to walk away, with movies obviously offering more opportunity and money, if not prestige. Besides, Lubitsch must have known for a long time that Reinhardt’s talent was essentially dramatic and his own talent was essentially comic. After two more productions for Reinhardt (The Miser, opening on April 16, 1917, and Tolstoy’s The Living Corpse, opening five months later, on September 25), Lubitsch left the Deutsches Theater.

A careful man like Lubitsch would not have cut himself loose from his foundations unless he was sure that his film career would extend past haphazard comic one-reelers. It was a big move for an actor, even if he was being extolled in advertisements for Union film as exemplifying “Exuberance, wit, and humor. Who could better embody these qualities than Ernst Lubitsch, the never-tiring creator and actor of comical quid pro quos.”

He had gotten all there was to get from Max Reinhardt. It was time to strike out on his own, and it could not have been entirely accidental that he chose to concentrate on the field where Reinhardt had his only conspicuous failure.

• • •

An event of primary importance to both German film and Lubitsch occurred in November, 1917, with the founding of the Universum Film Aktien Gesellschaft, or UFA, a successor to an educational and propaganda service that the German army began in the early part of 1917. UFA’s capital of 20 million marks—the rough equivalent of a million pounds sterling—was in part (8 million marks) supplied by the Reich, with the rest being raised by investors as varied as the Hamburg-America Line, the Bank of Dresden, and, representing Silesian heavy industry, Prince Henkel von Donnersmarck. Leading German companies like Projektion-A.G. Union and Messter were absorbed into UFA, which also took over the German assets of Nordisk, and controlled the largest German chain of cinemas.

With the companies came their contract artists; Davidson’s company brought Lubitsch, Hans Kräly, and a young actress named Pola Negri to UFA. Of the important companies, only Deulig, which was affiliated with the brilliant producer Erich Pommer, remained outside the UFA umbrella, but it too would be absorbed by the early 1920s.

In addition to studios at Tempelhof and Neubabelsberg, UFA controlled a hundred regional theaters and ten of the best theaters in Berlin. They acquired cinemas in Spain, Holland, Switzerland, and Scandinavia, and the company’s acquisition of the assets of Nordisk Film and Sascha Film gave them a serious competitive edge in Denmark and Austria as well. The deeply fragmented German film industry was on its way to being centralized. UFA immediately began construction on a flagship theater, the UFA-Palast am Zoo, opening in October 1919, “towering like a beacon in the busy traffic of the Potsdamer Platz.”

Competition was essentially passé; with production centralized, those films and filmmakers deemed worthy of support had access to far greater resources than they ever could have had before. “The founding of UFA,” wrote a German journalist, “marks the first step in the creation of a young and flourishing film industry. It signals the gathering of forces and the forging of weapons in the struggle for the world market.” It all came down, he added ominously, if slightly incoherently, to “one word: the will to power.”

Serendipitously, while all this was going on, Ernst began to tentatively move toward his artistic maturity with the November 1917 release of Wenn Vier dasselbe tun (When Four Do the Same). It’s a key transitional work, away from caricatured situations and toward genuine, complicated emotions in a real, painstakingly sketched-in environment. Lubitsch even indicates his own pleasure with the film by offering a shot of himself smiling benevolently in his directorial credit.

The story (written by Lubitsch and Erich Schonfelder) posits Emil Jannings as a widower whose daughter (Ossi Oswalda) is in love with a clerk (Lubitsch) in a bookshop owned by Jannings’ girlfriend. Part of the film’s strength derives from the unusually strong cast. Jannings’ pompous middle-aged (at the time, he was only thirty-five) burgher is a dry run for his schoolmaster in The Blue Angel, and the actor seized on the character’s underlying reality. “I can’t describe how I tortured myself with this role,” the actor recalled in his autobiography. “I wanted him to maintain his human characteristics after he wandered from the path. Because this kind of motivation was unknown in films at this point, my role was received with great accolades.”

When Four Do the Same offers much more simple humanity than Ernst’s previous films. Except for the technical stolidity—there was, after all, a war on—the film is sufficiently sophisticated emotionally to have been made ten years later. Take, for instance, a ball sequence, in which each of the principals discovers their love. Afterward, Lubitsch shows us each of the four people alone in their room, each dancing with joy, each in their own way—Jannings with a stiff little waltz, Ossi with flamboyant exhilaration, and so on.

Lubitsch unerringly creates a picture of the life of the petit-bourgeoisie, their insistence on the primacy of their pride, their emphasis on their dignity, their essential Höflichkeit (courteousness). It all looks forward to The Shop Around the Corner, not in specific plot, but in milieu, the general feeling of affection the picture generates for its characters.

Maturity of theme was still accompanied by a requisite playfulness. Ich Mochte kein Mann Sein (I Wouldn’t Want to Be a Man), released in October 1918, is a brisk trip through the world of sexual role-reversal á la Victor/ Victoria. Ossi (Oswalda) enjoys the pleasures of life—playing cards, smoking, and drinking, all, according to her uncle and governess, traits unbecoming a lady. She is therefore forbidden from doing all the things men do in public and women do in private. Ossi decides to try life as a man and gets dressed up in drag for a night on the town.

It turns out there are drawbacks; she can’t knot a tie to save her life, she has to give up her streetcar seat to women, men are far less respectful of each other’s person than women are, and females prove to be nearly as crude in their attentions as men. At a ball, she sees her guardian, Dr. Kersten, who is promptly jilted by his date. Ossi and Kersten end up getting drunk together and, on the way home, they kiss—and not in a particularly comradely way—several times.

Getting their destinations crossed, each ends up at the other’s house and in the other’s bed. Once her true identity is revealed, and Kersten realizes why he was so drawn to this young man during the cab ride the night before, they meet halfway . . . on a bed. As they embrace, she tells him “I’ll cut you down to size” and, finally, “I wouldn’t want to be a man!”

Lubitsch’s direction plays all the gentler confusion for merry farce, although he would seem to have missed a few laughs by not having Kersten show more confusion over his slightly lingering kisses with what he believes to be a young man. Still, I Wouldn’t Want to Be a Man is one of Lubitsch’s most notable early achievements, not just because it indicates the director’s native exuberance, but because of the pungent, teasingly sexual premise, and all without Lubitsch having to maintain a presence as an actor. The director’s communicative skills were expanding just as surely as his success.

Unhappily, I Wouldn’t Want to Be a Man was promptly followed by one of his least notable early achievements. The Eyes of the Mummy Ma (Die Augen der Mummie Ma) is a very rough rewrite of Rider Haggard’s She combined with Svengali, emphasis on the latter. It was Ernst’s most lavish picture to date. “Actors were hired regardless of cost,” asserted Emil Jannings. “The script called for expensive props, among them palm trees and limestone mountains.”

The Eyes of the Mummy Ma is Lubitsch’s stab at the Far Eastern exotica that would pay rich dividends for Fritz Lang and Joe May, but it lacks their hysterical panache; Ernst plays the silly plot for romance rather than thrills. There are some good touches—a lantern that careens wildly during a fight, fitfully illuminating the struggle; a subtle tracking shot as Emil Jannings exerts his hypnotic power over Pola Negri—but there are just as many odd absurdities: Negri awkwardly struggling to haul herself on to a horse, Harry Liedtke struggling to lift Negri and almost failing. Ernst’s staging and blocking lack the fluidity of the comedies that had been animated by his own vigorous sense of humor or the presence of Ossi Oswalda.

The Eyes of the Mummy Ma was an experiment with inappropriate material that would rarely recur. Ernst wanted to be more than a comedy director, just as he had wanted to be more than a comedian, and he was working his way through other genres to better define his talents. Clearly, exotic melodrama was out. But that left many other tantalizing possibilities.

• • •

After Reinhardt, there was still one more stage appearance. Lubitsch opened on October 1, 1918, in a review at the Apollo Theater promisingly entitled The Decline of the World. The second act finale involved the entire company assembling on the stage and singing a patriotic ode climaxing in “Germany must win, Germany can win, Germany will win.”

One night in November, Lubitsch did his show, went home, and woke up to find that Germany had not won; Germany had lost. Everybody was bewildered, especially the revue’s producer, who had to come up with a new ending. After what Lubitsch remembered as an emergency rehearsal, the hortatory anthem was replaced by a comedy sketch which Ernst played in front of a monkey cage.

On November 8, Lubitsch and Negri attended a press preview of their new picture, Carmen. “There was applause at my first appearance,” remembered Negri. “Over it and lingering for just a moment after, I heard a faint sound in the distance . . . gunfire.” But the audience, apparently deeply engrossed in the picture, didn’t seem to hear anything. Negri began to think she was hallucinating. She turned to Lubitsch and asked if he heard what she heard. “Yes, shhh,” he snapped. “There’s nothing anybody can do. Watch the picture.”

The Kaiser abdicated the next day. That night and for the next several nights, all movie, cabaret, and burlesque performances were canceled. More than 1,773,000 Germans had been killed in the war that claimed at least 8.5 million dead. Four million more Germans were wounded. The armistice that was hammered out tried to encompass the idealism of Woodrow Wilson, the revenge mandated by Clemenceau, and the cool political pragmatism of David Lloyd George. It pleased no one, least of all the Germans, who were obliged to shoulder a moral guilt they didn’t feel.

The government was handed to the Social Democrats, who had been advocating revolutionary change for the last fifty years. Confronted with power instead of rhetorical dreams, the Social Democrats lost their nerve and decided to cooperate with the monarchistic military and social bureaucracies. A new constitution was drafted that minimized any meaningful political or economic change. Thus, the right wing still had access to power, while the left wing was alienated.

The fiasco of the war drove German intellectuals from their study tables. Suddenly, to leave unquestioned the tenets of yesterday, today, and tomorrow seemed both intellectually and socially irresponsible. Some found themselves drawn to radical politics, one absolute, incorruptible truth which relegated all other factors to a subservient position; others believed that the time was ripe for a new German spirit, based in religion. Returning German soldiers were startled by the changes in Berlin, especially in its popular culture as represented by “Jewish” films like Victor Janson’s The Yellow Ticket.

Of course, there was no money. As late as the spring of 1919, the British maintained their blockade of Germany, where 750,000 deaths were attributable to malnutrition. Maids in hotels were happy to receive their tips in chocolate; taxi drivers took bread in lieu of money. Potatoes were rationed at four pounds a week, and meat was doled out at the rate of a half a pound per week per person. Clothing was impossible to obtain and the purchase of something as minor as a pair of socks required a permit.

Ernst was absolutely supporting the family. The loss of Simon’s wife and business had caused Simon to recede to a level of only nominal significance. Until his death on February 15, 1924, Simon became Ernst’s responsibility, even living with him most of the time at Ernst’s apartment at Kufsteinnerstrasse 13 in western Berlin, where he moved in 1919.

With the war over, some of the Lubitsch family began to piece their lives together. Lubitsch took to charging into his sister Greta’s apartment every Sunday afternoon. He would march through the apartment “like a tiger” remembered his niece, play the piano with his immutably heavy rhythm, and drop cigar ashes everywhere. Greta, who was a careful housekeeper, tried to stave off apoplexy as ashes fell into her beloved piano. “He was very impatient,” remembered his niece Evie. “All Lubitsch people are impatient. But it was always fun when he came.”
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