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The dynamic, ambitious young Cecil B. DeMille, with eyes that leave no doubt about his determination to master fortune.

 

“Cecil Blount DeMille . . . rode the fluctuating business deeps as on a surfboard, with gaiety and bravado. If he had any doubts as to his own ability or scope, he never expressed them. He had doubts about his colleagues; he expected the worst in business dealings and was always ready. He was himself a phenomenally shrewd man who augmented an instinct for popular taste with bold and astonishing business coups. His success was a world success, and he enjoyed every minute of it, and it lasted. He kept sex, sadism, patriotism, real estate, religion and public relations dancing in midair like juggler’s balls for fifty years.”

—Agnes deMille



PROLOGUE

On the morning of May 23, 1949, at the Paramount studio on Marathon Street in the heart of Hollywood, Cecil B. DeMille was busily engaged in polishing Billy Wilder’s dialogue.

May 23 was the first of four scheduled days of work for DeMille on a film called Sunset Boulevard. Although DeMille had wrapped up work on Samson and Delilah in January, a set from the biblical spectacle had been reconstructed to give the impression that the director had been caught during production by the visit of his onetime protégée Norma Desmond, played by Gloria Swanson, a star DeMille had discovered.

Wilder’s films were noted for their pungent dialogue and merciless examination of human cupidity, while of late DeMille’s had been noted for the splendid vastness of their images and the frequently silly lines his actors were paid to speak.

But if there was anything Cecil B. DeMille knew, it was how Cecil B. DeMille should sound.

His first scripted line was “It must be about that appalling script of hers. What can I say to her? What can I say?” In his rushed but legible handwriting, he changed “appalling” to “impossible,” and gave the second sentence a more rhythmic quality: “What can I tell her? What can I say?”

He turned his attention to the flat line: “You’ll pardon me, Norma. Why don’t you just sit and watch?” On a separate piece of paper, he wrote a couple of variations. “Excuse me a minute Norma, will you? Why don’t you just sit here and watch?” was one. Another was “I won’t be a moment, Norma. Why don’t you just sit here and watch?” And he added, “Pictures are different now, you know.”

He marked moments that didn’t carry dialogue but nevertheless needed some kind of actor’s accent. At Norma’s line “That’s no excuse. You read the script, didn’t you?” he added a parenthetical “(Look)” to indicate a glancing expression of dismay. Likewise, at his line “Get me Gordon Cole on the phone” he needed to know what kind of transition Wilder was planning before he could decide on his delivery: “I presume camera pans off me, or I exit?”

After a line from an assistant director: “I hear she was a terror to work with,” DeMille’s scripted line was, “She got to be. A dozen press agents working overtime can do terrible things to the human spirit.” He cut “She got to be” and added “Not at first. Only toward the end. You know, a dozen . . .”

He noted pieces of physical business (“glasses”) and refers to himself in the third person: “holding her hand in his.” He added stage directions, which the script itself lacked. “Searching for words” he notes of himself at one point.

DeMille’s rewrite always stayed within the sense of Wilder’s original dialogue. He made only one outright objection. His first line to Norma Desmond was originally “I haven’t seen you since Lindbergh landed in Paris and we danced on the nightclub table.”

“I never go to nightclubs,” DeMille told Wilder. “And if I did I wouldn’t dance on a table, even if Lindbergh flew to Paris twice. And if I did dance, it would be with Mrs. DeMille.” The lines were reworked.

Throughout his revision, DeMille’s polish lessens the staccato rhythm of Wilder’s dialogue into something more conversational, more graceful, with special attention paid to cadence.

At 10 A.M., DeMille was called to the set, and Wilder began shooting the sequence that would place Cecil B. DeMille in historical context as much as any of the seventy films he directed.

Wilder placed all sorts of personal DeMille totems throughout the picture as in-jokes. A miniature statue of Dagon, the pagan idol whose destruction serves as the climax of Samson and Delilah, is featured in the New Year’s party at Norma Desmond’s house. The bed that Desmond sleeps in was hauled out of the prop room at Paramount, where it had lain since DeMille used it twenty-five years earlier.

Throughout DeMille’s four days of shooting, Paramount’s A. C. Lyles was on the set, and said, “It was wonderful to see the affection and the respect DeMille gave Gloria Swanson off camera. He was . . . gallant with her all the time.”

After his work on the picture was completed, Wilder patted DeMille on the back and said, “Very good, my boy. Leave your name with my secretary. I may have a small part for you in my next picture.” DeMille told a reporter, “I was an actor once, you know. . . . The public had had a look at me as an actor on Broadway before I came out [to Hollywood] and I decided to let the matter rest. Discretion is the better part of valor.”

He was, of course, being unnecessarily modest. DeMille was in fact a good actor, and as the millions who have seen Sunset Boulevard can attest, when it came to playing Cecil B. DeMille, he was a great actor.

Sunset Boulevard captures DeMille as he undoubtedly saw himself, and as his family knew him . . . at his best. “The thoughtful side, the compassionate side—the Old Man at his best—emerges through Billy Wilder’s eyes,” his associate producer Henry Wilcoxon said. “I’m not ashamed to say I cry when I watch that scene.”

“DeMille was very good,” remembered Billy Wilder with satisfaction. “Much better than a lot of the actors in his pictures. He took direction terrifically. He loved it, he understood it. He was very subtle.”

Sunset Boulevard was not the first time Cecil B. DeMille appeared in a movie. Thirty-six years earlier, in The Squaw Man, his very first film as a director, he played a faro dealer in order to save the $3 it cost to hire an actor. There had been a half dozen other cameo appearances over the years, always playing the part of Cecil B. DeMille.

But they were all innocuous movies, made to be seen for a season and forgotten. Sunset Boulevard was a serious movie by a serious director about two constructions—Hollywood and the delusions of celebrity—that DeMille knew more about than most. That is undoubtedly why there was really only one choice if a movie director was to be featured in Wilder’s film—the most famous director of his time, the man who symbolized Hollywood to America and the world at large.

DeMille might have been expected to object to the script’s scathing portrayal of the town he had found as a rural backwater and helped build into a world production center. But Billy Wilder had an edge. Wilder’s first wife had been Judith Iribe, the stepdaughter of DeMille’s longtime art director Paul Iribe. Besides that, DeMille liked Wilder’s films a great deal, and they both worked at Paramount, the studio DeMille had co-founded.

Wilder was a man who jealously guarded the primacy of his scripts, but he quietly assented to all of DeMille’s dialogue changes. In fact, he more or less gave him carte blanche, because DeMille is the heart of the film’s crucial scene—he’s the conscience of the film. Without DeMille, the audience has no knowledge of the Norma Desmond that used to be: “A lovely little girl of seventeen with more courage and wit and heart than ever came together in one youngster”—or what led her to become the fascinating gargoyle we see: “a dozen press agents working overtime . . .” etc. As one critic noted, DeMille is the only character in the film with an “uncorrupted heart. In his compassionate regard for Norma Desmond, he seems more human than any hero in a DeMille epic.”

The other director in the cast, Erich von Stroheim, was a creatively frustrated man. He beseiged Wilder throughout production with all sorts of suggestions, some excellent—it was von Stroheim’s idea that his character write Norma Desmond all her fan mail—and some bizarrely tangential—he wanted to be shown washing her lingerie. But DeMille was, as a psychiatrist would say, a completely actualized personality, so offered no broader suggestions about his portrayal or the film as a whole.

Wilder remembered that DeMille accepted the part with alacrity, pausing only to say, “Very good. $10,000.” Actually, DeMille bartered his services on the picture, although the $10,000 figure was nearly accurate. DeMille’s remuneration was contractually specified as “a new 1949 black Cadillac seven (7) passenger limousine, costing approximately Six Thousand Six Hundred Dollars, ($6,600).” Five months later, when he was called back for a day of retakes, DeMille’s contract was extended to include a cash payment of $3,000.
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Cecil Blount DeMille was five foot ten and a half inches tall and 178 pounds. He was never classically handsome, but all of his life he was the dominant figure in any room he entered because of his strong, compellingly masculine personality, radiant energy, and the warm, almond-shaped brown eyes that had once been attractively set off by a thick thatch of curly brown hair. Unfortunately, the hair first thinned, then disappeared by the time he was twenty-five.

At the age of sixty-eight, DeMille still gave an impression of indomitable but gentlemanly strength, anchored by a voice that compelled attention. It was an actor’s voice, formed by years of theatrical trouping that had preceded his entry into the movies. It was also a famous voice—by the time he came to shoot his sequence in Sunset Boulevard, DeMille’s fame as a radio star was the equal of his fame as a film director. “His name was like Walt Disney’s, in that it meant as much as any of the stars in the picture,” said A. C. Lyles, who rose from Adolph Zukor’s office boy to become a producer on the lot.

Although Sunset Boulevard has come to be acknowledged as the only great Hollywood movie about Hollywood, at the time DeMille’s very presence seemed to eastern critics to be a symbol of the film’s implicit corruption. In The New Yorker, Philip Hamburger even went so far as to (purposely?) get details wrong when he wrote that “DeMille—wearing, so help me, directorial puttees—says to her, ‘Norma, you must realize that times have changed in pictures.’”

Besides the misquotation of the dialogue, DeMille is clothed entirely in a conservative business suit—puttees are nowhere in evidence.

But that was typical of the condescending and willfully inaccurate critical attitude that DeMille had endured for twenty years and that would prevail until his death in 1959 and beyond. It was partly his own fault. He understood the power of personal publicity as few filmmakers have, and devised and executed a command personality that made him one of only two or three movie directors known to the general public—a personality that existed above and beyond his films: he was the Patton of the movies, fearlessly pushing his army of actors, extras, and technicians through the enemy lines of indifference and industrial ennui, inexorably moving toward the promised land of audience satisfaction.

In Kevin Brownlow’s lovely phrase, “He directed as if chosen by God for that one task,” but underneath the display and showmanship of the later years was one of the half dozen most distinguished careers in silent movies, which segued into commercial dominance in the sound era.

Because of his imposing personality and dozens of equally imposing films, for generations of fans DeMille was the movies—their opulence, their excess, their movieness. But it hadn’t always been that way.

After an initial apprenticeship of a year or so, DeMille directed a series of nervously brilliant intimate melodramas before his films evolved into sly marital comedies and often outlandish melodramas. A flirtation with epics around World War I began to harden in the 1920s, and by the 1930s, DeMille movies had attained their perfect state: must-see spectacles for the masses, a Victorian child’s idea of the American West or Roman times or biblical days—larger than life, with heroic heroes and dastardly villains, far more spectacular, far more splendid, and far, far more romantic than any historical or behavioral reality.

DeMille was mounting the movie equivalents of the great pageant-plays of his childhood, which meant that he was serenely ignoring the general trend toward naturalism that followed the introduction of sound.

Although he was the son of one successful playwright and the brother of another, DeMille’s spiritual father was really David Belasco, the theatrical impresario of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who favored melodrama that blew right past matters of plausibility as if logic were merely a word in the dictionary.

At their worst, the films of DeMille’s commercial maturity were colorful and entertaining; at their considerable best they were physically impressive and dramatically thrilling, floridly nostalgic, occasionally preposterous visions of the distant past. Either way, he retained the great popular artist’s gift of compelling the audience to wonder what was going to happen next to people in whose existence they did not really believe.

Lost to the critics who disdained him were the great accomplishments of his early days, when he was one of the most inventive and ceaselessly energetic filmmakers of his generation. Lost to those same critics was anything other than a grudging recognition of the talent it took to reliably provide pleasure for audiences of four generations—from the nickelodeon era to widescreen and stereophonic sound.

Throughout the changing times and corresponding changing styles, DeMille rarely attempted to craft his films to suit contemporary styles. He made what he liked, made it straight and without winking. Take it, he implicitly said, or leave it. The public took it, but as his career advanced, the critics tended to leave it.

In truth, DeMille’s dramatic tastes and his imposing visual sense were far more suited to silence than sound, when The Image slowly but surely became leashed to The Word. As critics began to judge movies as much by how they sounded as how they looked, it was only natural for DeMille’s standing to suffer.

But critical disdain necessitated a willful ignorance of the span and content of most of DeMille’s career—the spectacular series of innovative melodramas of the early years that birthed Paramount Pictures; open-minded marital comedies that observed, with withering accuracy, that the chains of marriage are often so heavy they sometimes require three or four people to carry them; the unsurpassed brilliance of his command of scale in screen spectacle; and an entrepreneurial vision that invariably attracted the best art directors, costume designers, cameramen.

What all this meant was that DeMille was far more aesthetically influential than he was ever given credit for. DeMille’s comedies of marital misalliance set the pattern for those of Ernst Lubitsch, as well as Chaplin’s A Woman of Paris; DeMille spectacles such as The Crusades certainly influenced Sergei Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky. As for epics, DeMille’s example impelled dozens of filmmakers to throw themselves into the fray, even those who had no affinity for the form. As Howard Hawks, Nicholas Ray, Joseph L. Mankiewicz, and George Stevens would discover, it’s harder than it looks.

Yet many remained convinced that he was nothing but an empty, cynical showman.

“Cecil B. DeMille simply vulgarized everything that D. W. Griffith did,” snapped Sidney Lumet. “He was the cheap version of D. W. Griffith’s work. I don’t think he had an original bone in his body, nor an original thought in his head. Anything else you would like to know?”

Charlton Heston, who starred in the last two pictures DeMille directed, recognized how DeMille was regarded. “[He was] terribly unfashionable and dismissed pejoratively as a corn merchant,” Heston said. “I think he was much more than that.”

Certainly, DeMille’s movies embodied a strange combination of qualities: an enthusiastic obsession with lavish detail, and a boyish gusto that produced luscious surfaces, often lacquered over very basic characters and themes.

Yet, as film critic Michael Sragow has noted, “see him at the right age, and the size and the velvet artwork skies and yes, even the self-importance will stay with you for the rest of your life.” About half of Steven Spielberg derives from Cecil B. DeMille, pretty much uncut, up to and including The War of the Worlds—at one time, a DeMille project.

The totality of DeMille’s career is among the most remarkable, if not aesthetically consistent, in American movies. Although he eventually typed himself as a director of epics, in the broad range of a forty-six-year directorial career that encompassed seventy films, he directed every kind of movie: comedy, fantasy, social preachment, western, suspense, war, musical comedy.

He created two great stars (Gloria Swanson, Charlton Heston) thirty years apart, and gave many other stars (Bebe Daniels, Wallace Reid, Sessue Hayakawa, Claudette Colbert, William Boyd, Joel McCrea, Robert Preston) the boosts that led to major careers.

His primary ingredients were a remarkably elastic Edwardian morality combined with a splendid sense of composition and display. Critics thought his films were pure commercial calculation, and there was undoubtedly an element of that involved, but in fact the components of DeMille’s career were an authentic representation of his own psychological tensions.

Cecil B. DeMille was a preacher’s kid who genuinely believed in God and His word. At the same time, he almost never attended church. He became increasingly conservative as he aged, eventually becoming a pillar of California’s political right wing, yet serenely maintained two private lives: a sincerely adored wife and children in a household of correct Episcopalian probity, balanced against a revolving trio of devoted mistresses.

DeMille’s personality embodied unresolvable tensions bred by a devout Episcopalian father and a flamboyant Jewish mother—lust mixed with God, God mixed with Mammon, with a strangely naive sophistication informing the life choices of a sincere moralist who contained a strong dose of libertine. All these contradictions seeped from his life into his work. It is these dichotomies that animate DeMille’s best films, and that make both the man and the work so fascinating.

DeMille was always a populist filmmaker, in the same sense as Frank Capra, but one who, at least in the silent days, took serious, entirely successful flyers at Art. But his increasing social and political conservatism tended to be most successful when embedded in genres that could be read as archetypal narratives of good and evil: the higher law of the Old or New Testament, the epic western, and so on.

At the same time, he was a strange kind of conservative. His silent film The Volga Boatman gives a surprisingly sympathetic account of the Russian Revolution; he spent several months touring Stalinist Russia in the early 1930s and found it fascinating; he regarded Congress’ political investigation of Hollywood in the late 1940s with appropriate contempt for the publicity mongering it was.

No simple characterization of left or right, artist or hack, can encapsulate the life of this extraordinary man.

Through the various phases of his career, one thing remained the same: DeMille’s image of the director as emperor. He introduced his own trailers, narrated his own movies—the work was personalized to an extent that no other Hollywood director ever attempted. Neither Gregg Toland nor Bernard Herrmann was absorbed into Orson Welles the way that everybody who worked with him was absorbed into Cecil B. DeMille. If nothing else, DeMille provides a capsule confirmation of the auteur theory.

In a sense, this was a logical extension of DeMille’s instinct for command. By 1915, after directing movies for little more than a year, DeMille had mastered movie narrative, the process of storytelling, more than any other director alive—yes, even more than Griffith. DeMille understood that, on its most basic level, narrative can be an irresistible freight train. He became adept at planting the seeds of each scene to come in the preceding scene—the basis for scene three occurred in scene two, the question resolved by scene four had been introduced in scene three, and so on through to the end of the picture.

DeMille’s plots could be goofy, but his narrative often produced inexorable dramatic thunder. Because his films were the most vivid, the most immediately legible in the business for child and adult alike, they were also the most popular.

And in his early years, in movies like Kindling, The Cheat, and The Whispering Chorus, he displayed a knack for brutal realism and a taste for unhappy or ambiguous endings that would have destroyed the career of a filmmaker with less control of his career and of the public. But he was also a furiously moving target, throwing a film onto the marketplace six, eight, ten times a year. In these early years, he never made the same movie twice.

By his own intent, DeMille’s career is inseparable from Hollywood itself. By 1956, when he released The Ten Commandments, his last, most commercially successful film, the Lasky Barn, where he had made his first film in 1913, was California Historical Landmark No. 554. He was no longer just a director; he had ascended to the realm of history and myth, at least partially because of his own efforts. His meticulously maintained archives entail more than two thousand boxes, and forty-five of DeMille’s fifty-two silent films survive because he took the responsibility of preserving them himself.

Because of his own sense of history, through DeMille the story of the Hollywood film industry can be traced, from its beginnings as a bastard stepchild of the New York theater, through the revolutions of sound and widescreen, and on to the battles with broadcast and pay television.

DeMille often acted as if he had invented modern Hollywood perhaps because, in a very real way, he had. It was not merely the fact that DeMille headed west in 1913 and found a sleepy little retirement town, which he helped convert into the world’s center for the movie industry; it was that DeMille’s silent films showed the world how movies could be speedily manufactured on a commercial basis without sacrificing pace, style, technical and narrative innovation, or aesthetic excellence. DeMille built an empire for DeMille, but he also built an empire called Hollywood.

D. W. Griffith was the first directorial superstar, but DeMille was right behind him. By the early 1920s, Griffith was washing out, unable to compete with changing tastes. DeMille was barely into his second wind, and there would be a third, a fourth, and a fifth to follow. No other director has been a major commercial force in the movies for as long.

By the mid-1920s, the critics had started to write him off, pointing to aesthetics they regarded as kitsch, as well as the conventional themes and the implicit—later overt—anti-totalitarian ideology made explicit in his spoken prologue for the 1956 version of The Ten Commandments: “The theme of this picture is whether men are to be ruled by God’s law, or whether they are to be ruled by the whims of a dictator like Rameses. Are men the property of the state, or are they free souls under God?”

It’s easy to overlook the fact that his films reflect a turbulent, manifestly sexual imagination usually involving an incessant struggle for power; there is the branding of a dishonest woman in his legendary The Cheat, there are whips and disfigured faces in Something to Think About (1920), chained bodies in The Golden Bed (1925), women dragged by their hair in several films, and women being clothed to suggest what critics Paolo Cherchi Usai and Lorenzo Codelli call “coercion, aggression and deceit.”

For DeMille, the spiritual values represented by the Bible would be compensation for the barely sublimated sexual war in his depictions of men and women. DeMille saw life as a struggle for control, for dominance—morally, politically, sexually.

The themes of his pictures were matched by the themes of his personality. “He seemed to have an innate aura of power,” said one woman who worked with him. “Everything around him was quiet. So quiet he had to be powerful.”

“He appeared to be a very genial, congenial man,” said Angela Lansbury, “but he was also very demanding. He surrounded himself with a coterie of people who waited on him hand and foot, he demanded absolute attention, and he ruled the set with an iron hand, and an iron voice, I might add. He carried a microphone man with him all the time, and he simply put his hand behind him and took the microphone and spoke to the entire assembled group of people on the set, and in this way he could command attention and he could also direct the extras, and the actors, and the animals, all at the same time.

“He needed always to have this kind of control. He also had a man who was always there with a chair, and when he wanted to sit down he simply kind of glanced over his left shoulder, and the man shoved the chair under his bottom.”

Many people within and without the industry disliked him and his work precisely because of the display, the ceremony, the sense of importance that Lansbury would characterize as “pukka, as in the British Raj.” Others would characterize his on-set demeanor and manner with the Yiddish word ferbissana—cold.

Yet this same man was noticeably quiet, almost passive, at home, usually deferring to his wife and daughter. For the secret of Cecil B. DeMille was not just that he had an actor’s voice, he had an actor’s gifts. On a soundstage, he created and seamlessly played the part of Cecil B. DeMille with unfailing brio. There he could be brutal, with sarcastic monologues that spiraled into arcs of contemptuous eloquence. Often, these diatribes were feigned for the sake of imposing greater control of a vast production.

A. C. Lyles tells a story about DeMille coming upon an extra in the Paramount commissary. “I remember you,” said DeMille. “You worked for me about ten years ago on a picture. You were great, you were wonderful, and that was ten years ago. Why didn’t you ever come back and want to work for me again?”

“Mr. DeMille,” said the man, “I never got over the first time I worked for you.”

Yet DeMille staff people stayed for decades, not just because he carried them between pictures on full salary, but because he could be and often was delightful. Lyles kept a parrot in his office, and DeMille made a habit of stopping by in order to broaden the parrot’s vocabulary. In due time, the parrot began repeating, “Hello, C.B., Hello C.B. I’m an eagle, I’m an eagle, I’m an eagle.” Then DeMille taught it to say “Ten Commandments!”

“He had more fun with that parrot, trained by Cecil B. DeMille,” said Lyles.

Surveying his life, objectively appraising his career, one can honestly say that Cecil B. DeMille was afraid of nothing except boring an audience.

“We had stars,” said Lyles. “We had Mary Pickford and Rudolph Valentino and Bob Hope and Bing Crosby and Claudette Colbert, but the mainstay in picture-making here for years was Cecil B. DeMille. He was the mountain in the [Paramount] logo.”

One thing is inarguable: there was never a career like DeMille’s before, and there has been none like it since. DeMille’s importance transcends his individual films, and even transcends his achievements, because he embodies the story of the American motion picture and its rise to world preeminence. It is the story of the acquisition and maintenance of more power than was held by any of his directorial contemporaries; of the birth of the vertically integrated movie studio, where production, distribution, and exhibition were centrally controlled, where exhibitors took the complete output of a studio in order to get those few pictures that they knew would pay the bills—the films directed by Cecil B. DeMille.

All of this was possible only through the indomitable drive of one man with the surest instincts of any director in the history of the movies.
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This book is the first to be written with complete access to DeMille’s archives, which give an unmatched record of the theater of the late nineteenth century and the movies of the first half of the twentieth.

This is how Hollywood became the center of world movie production, both literally and metaphorically; this is how Cecil B. DeMille became the most famous director of his time.

This is Cecil B. DeMille.
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Before he became the most successful film director of his generation, DeMille was a struggling actor in sundry repertory and touring companies. Here he is in rehearsal with his wife, Constance, for one such production circa 1903. (Motion Picture Associates)



PART ONE 

1881–1913


“The old Belasco plays are like religious plays. The story is nothing; it’s what you breathe into it.”

—CECIL B. DEMILLE



1

In 1871 Sylvester Samuel came to New York from Liverpool with his family, to act as a buyer for his family’s retail stores in England. The Samuels became successful in both mercantile and emotional terms, settling in Brooklyn, where their English accents and Central European Jewish background gave them a touch of aristocratic distinction. Their eighteen-year-old daughter, Beatrice, caught the performing bug and joined a Brooklyn literary and performing organization that was an outgrowth of the Chautauqua movement. On November 4, 1872, Beatrice’s group presented an evening’s entertainment that included her reading of a poem entitled “The Vital Spark,” and a comedy in which she played a flirtatious Irish heroine, complete with accent.

In the audience that evening was a young man named Henry Churchill deMille. Henry, born September 4, 1853, was the eldest of ten children of William deMille, the mayor of Washington, North Carolina, and Margaret Blount Hoyt. The family name had been deMill until William added an “e” to the end for visual symmetry. They traced their ancestry back to Holland and the Meld, a Celtic tribe living along what is now the Belgian coast, mentioned by Julius Caesar in his Gallic Wars.*

The deMille family survived the Civil War, although their home had been burned and they were left with nothing.

Henry deMille had been enchanted by the theater since childhood. His first appearance on the boards came in 1866, in an amateur production of a farce called Nan the Good for Nothing. That same year, Henry gave up a trip to New York rather than miss declaiming a two-line part in Pocahontas, which in time led to his being sent to attend Columbia College by a grant of $175 from something called the Society of New York for the Promotion of Religion Through Learning. He promptly joined Columbia’s Drama Society. In these years, Henry was a habitual theatergoer, as well as a weekly vistor to Barnum’s Museum on Broadway near Broome Street.

His lack of resources made Henry’s college life difficult. Most of his fellow students had money and, as he remembered, “it made it a little hard—not that I wanted the money so much, as that I wanted friends, companions. I was cut to the heart to find out how pitiable human nature sometimes is to find myself neglected, thrown aside, because I had not money.”

Henry was a Democrat, a compulsive reader, “interested in everything,” as his younger son would remember. Physically, he looked like a prim Victorian schoolmaster, with pince-nez glasses and a high forehead that would only get higher with the passing years, an unfortunate genetic trait that would be passed on to his sons, along with other, more desirable ones.

He retained his theatrical passions, but, as his younger son would observe, “Boys from nice southern families, with strong religious leanings, did not go on the stage in the 1870s.” When Henry asked his mother, “What would you say to my becoming an actor?” the quick response was, “It would break my heart.” Neither did boys from nice southern families with strong religious leanings break their mother’s hearts. The theater was out.

For almost a decade, Henry cautiously studied theology, church history, and the sermons of Charles Kingsley, while writing plays and short stories in his spare time.

So it was that on November 4, 1872, two people in love with the theater met at the 14th Weekly Entertainment of the Philokalia Musical & Literary Association in Brooklyn. We know this because Henry preserved the printed program. After Miss Samuel’s recitation, Henry introduced himself to the young actress. Although her family generally called her Tillie, Henry informed her that he would prefer to call her Beatrice, after Dante’s beloved.

Henry was obviously a smooth talker, but his intentions were strictly honorable. Physically, Beatrice wasn’t any more than presentable, but it was her personality that made her what she was: outgoing and vivacious, in contrast to Henry’s more contemplative nature. He was smart, but she was street-smart and adventurous—two traits that would characterize their younger son.

The families were not thrilled with their children’s choice: Henry had chosen a Jew; Beatrice a Gentile. Neither of them cared. When Henry spoke on the topic “What’s in a Name” at a Columbia Semi-Annual in 1875, Beatrice threw him a bouquet. That night, Henry wrote in his diary, “Beatrice was with me.”

Henry graduated with his bachelor’s degree from Columbia in 1875. After several years of the deepening relationship, Henry’s mother said that it might work out if Henry would agree to pack away his aspirations for a career in the theater and wait a full year before marrying his girl.

The dutiful son said yes, while the crafty young man set about obeying the letter of the promise, if not its spirit. Henry accepted a job at a prep school in Brooklyn where, in a stunning coincidence, Beatrice had recently been hired as an elocution teacher. Henry’s salary was $700 a year, which he supplemented with another $550 worth of private tutoring. “I used to meet Beatrice every morning,” wrote Henry, “and walk with her to the school, a distance of two miles.”

Game, set, match.

On July 1, 1876, Henry and Beatrice were married, without her parents’ consent or presence, at St. Luke’s Church in Brooklyn. “Our marriage had been bitterly opposed by her father because of our different religions,” wrote Henry. “But she had for over a year been baptized into the Christian faith. In that very church she had been baptized, confirmed, and had partaken of her first communion.”

The breach between father and daughter would not be permanent; when her father died, he left her a full share of his estate. The honeymoon was spent in Washington, North Carolina, with Henry’s family, then it was back to Brooklyn, where they took an apartment on Madison Street.

Beatrice’s original religion, and her abandonment of it, became something of an issue for the family. Richard deMille, Cecil’s son, would say that “She loved Henry deMille more than she loved religion, so she had no difficulty at all becoming an Episcopalian Christian.” For his part, Cecil tended to speak of “my English mother who is an Episcopalian,” although he never pretended she hadn’t been born Jewish. As with other great talents born in that era such as Douglas Fairbanks and Fred Astaire, a part-Jewish heritage was something to downplay, not proudly proclaim. For Cecil, Beatrice’s true religion was her family, which neatly obliterated both the religion she was born into, as well as the religion she chose.

Despite Henry’s religiosity, their marriage was one of earthly passion. In a diary entry, Henry wrote that “In evening I felt very—on the—thinking of my wife. It seems as though our spirits came specially together that night. Is there not a spirit’s voice that speaks in spite of the body? I certainly felt the sweet influence of her spirit that night. I have never had a greater proof of the sympathy of soul with soul.”

Henry was also seriously pious; his diary for 1878 records that when he went on a trip to Coney Island, he took along a volume of the sermons of Charles Kingsley. That same year, he was accepted by the Long Island Diocese as a candidate for Holy Orders in the Episcopal Church. Henry would be listed as a candidate for the priesthood for eight long years, until 1885, but he was never ordained, for life was soon to take him in the direction of his initial enthusiasm.

William Churchill deMille, Henry and Beatrice’s first son, was born “after a day of great anxiety” in Washington, North Carolina, at the home of Henry’s paternal grandparents, on July 25, 1878. It was a difficult delivery, and there were some complications for Beatrice; Henry’s diary alludes to her being “terribly ill” and to a resulting operation that had to be performed in the fall.

In the autumn of 1878, Henry and his wife and son returned to New York, where he took a job teaching at Columbia Grammar School for $900 a year. He also made $400 from Leslie’s Weekly for an eighteen-part serial he wrote, but money was still tight. The census of 1880 finds the family at 408 W. 23rd Street in Manhattan, lodging with a family named Lewis.

In the summer of 1881, Beatrice was once again pregnant, and Henry took her to the Berkshires to escape the New York heat, while he served as a private tutor in Latin, Greek, and mathematics for four young students. It was in a boardinghouse on Main Street in Ashfield, Massachusetts, that Cecil Blount deMille entered the world in the large upstairs front room of a home owned by a Mrs. Bronson. Henry deMille was teaching a class downstairs at the time. Henry marked the day in his diary: “August 12 my little boy Cecil was born. The 1st of Sept. the pupils and I returned to N.Y., where I [stayed] at the flat, which I refitted with curtains and hall carpet and dining room carpet all new for the reception of my sweet wife, and her two precious boys.”

When school started—Henry was now making $1,000 a year—he was working on a play called Robert Aclen in addition to teaching. The play involved Episcopalian principles, and it brought Henry to the attention of the Reverend George S. Mallory, who, along with his brother, co-owned the Madison Square Garden Theatre. Beginning in April 1882, the Mallorys hired Henry as a play reader for $1,500 a year, plus an extra $1,000 for any play he wrote, provided it ran two hundred nights—a very long run in those days.

It was in his capacity as a dramaturge that Henry met the stage manager of the Garden Theatre, a young man named David Belasco. Born in 1853, Belasco was vital, bombastic, and determined to be successful in the theater on his terms. He had been secretary to Dion Boucicault, had collaborated with the playwright James Herne, and had a modest success with a play he wrote called Hearts of Oak in Chicago in 1879.

That same year, Belasco had staged a version of The Passion Play in San Francisco that featured James O’Neill as Christ, along with a cast of four hundred. Outside the theater, Jews were attacked in the streets, which seems to have left Belasco uninterested despite his Jewish heritage—a fact he never emphasized.

Belasco and Henry became friends and set about rewriting a play called Elsie Deane. Henry’s own play, John Delmer’s Daughters, was produced in December 1883, and closed after six performances despite Belasco’s direction. A month before that, on November 24, Henry had pasted a program for a play called The Rajah in a scrapbook and wrote beside it, “Baby Cecil’s first entertainment at the M.S. Theatre.”

If his diary is any indication, most of Henry’s attention seems to have gone to his wife and elder son. “Many pleasing traits were observed in my boy William,” he wrote after a family trip to Virginia for a wedding. “His good behavior, adherence to the truth, etc. His mother had forbidden his eating any candy, and he kept a piece which had been given him and brought it all the way to N.Y. to ask whether he might eat it.”

There are no comparable admiring notations about Cecil.

When Charles Frohman and his brother Daniel hired Belasco away, the partnership with deMille temporarily broke up. Henry went back to being a dramaturge and supplementing his income by acting in road companies. Times were hard, but Beatrice’s father died and her inheritance was enough for them to rent a summer house in Echo Lake, New Jersey, which gave William and Cecil a healthier summer environment than the stifling urban jungle of New York. The Echo Lake house dated from pre-Revolutionary days—the floors were held together by wooden pegs instead of nails. Local rumors had it that the place was haunted, and that was probably one reason it cost only $50 a year to rent. For money like that, ghosts could be dealt with.

Cecil would remember the Echo Lake house with something approaching rapture all his life. It was at Echo Lake that he first became entranced by the world of nature, which would always remain a passion. The boys soon had a dog, then they got a strawberry roan horse named Jack, and Cecil was soon on a first-name basis with every cow and horse in the neighborhood.

In later years, Cecil enjoyed telling a story about the time Beatrice took the two boys fishing for bass on Echo Lake. Bill was rowing while Beatrice and Cecil fished. Beatrice got a strike, but Bill stopped rowing because the boat was heading into the reeds. “Keep rowing, you stupid boy, keep rowing!” Beatrice bellowed. For the rest of his life, whether catching mountain trout or marlin, Cecil never caught a fish without thinking of Beatrice and her imitation of Lord Nelson.

Henry was always hustling. In his diary he would note that through the winter and spring of 1884–1885 he was rewriting plays and staging and acting in something called Sealed Instructions, which he played in Chicago at the Grand Opera House for three weeks, “receiving excellent notices for my performance.” Money was tight, but Henry was painfully responsible, and his account books reveal that he took out a $5,000 life insurance policy in December 1884.

In this period, Henry told his diary, “I had to get along by borrowing and other such doglike means of living.” In December 1885, he was acting with Beatrice in New Orleans, where they hated the food but loved the atmosphere. “At the French Market we saw the patent medicine man advertising with snakes. . . . Small alligators were for sale around the market and streets. . . . Then we went to Metairie cemetery. The avenues are lined with orange trees laden with fruit; the tombs are of white marble and all built above ground. This singular inscription struck me: ‘Jonas Pickles—the elements were so mixed in him . . . ’ Mixed pickles!”

Henry’s letters home when he was on the road with a play are usually undated, but always ardently emotional and enveloping: “God bless and keep you all, my darlings. I take you all in my arms and press you close against my heart. A kiss for each of you from Your Dearest.” He paid attention to new technology, as in a note about Bradford, Pennsylvania, where, “natural gas burned everywhere, even for heating the rooms.”

Sometimes the letters allude to domestic disagreements, and Henry is always apologetic:

“My Darling Loved One, I am safe and well, on my way to Boston, where I shall soon arrive. I followed you in my mind last night, to the theater. . . . You are always in my thoughts. I wish I could let you see how much you are to me. Such love as I have for you, any woman might be glad to have, for it is unmixed with anything that savors of earth. Do you think I don’t realize what you have done for me and my poor little one? Do you think I can ever forget it? Do you think I don’t love you ten times more for it? I love you now more than I ever did in my life. You are still my stand-by, my Beatrice, my Agnes. . . . Always remember that when you are tempted to judge me by my unfortunate temper. Judge me by what I say to you when I am writing, because it is then that my heart speaks. . . .

“I hope my boys will have a good time. You might judiciously let them have what they want in the way of fishing tackle, etc. and charge it to me. Kiss my precious little bright-eyed angels every night and morning for me. And let one kiss that you give the boys, be always for me. . . . I take you in my arms and kiss you and pray God to make you see how much you are loved, admired and cherished by your Devoted Husband.”

In 1886, Henry and Belasco reunited on The Main Line (“An Idyll of the Railroad,”), a play Henry wrote with Charles Barnard, which was presented at the Lyceum Theatre, directed by Belasco. The play’s principal dramatic distinction was the hero’s revulsion when he discovers that the woman he loves plays cards; its most impressive scene represented a snow blockage in the Rocky Mountains, with a full-size reproduction of a locomotive tearing across the stage. The reviews for The Main Line were quite good, especially for the innovative staging. The play closed in a month, but it managed a tour in a production that Henry and Belasco staged.

Belasco was now a rising star and he indicated to Henry that he intended to allow him to hitch his boxcar to Belasco’s powerful locomotive. Belasco remembered Henry with obvious affection and some pride. “We were successful because our way of thought was similar. We were frank in our criticism of each other. Henry excelled in narrative and had a quick wit. I acted while he took down my speeches. When a play was finished it was impossible to say where his work left off and mine began.”

For the tour of The Main Line in the fall of 1886, Henry acted, and Beatrice did as well, under the stage name Agnes Graham. The tour lasted for twenty-eight weeks, 235 performances, and ended with debts of between $6,000 and $7,000. “My condition was desperate,” wrote Henry in his diary. “It seemed as if I should never get my head above water again.”

But riding to Henry’s rescue was Daniel Frohman, who asked deMille and Belasco to write a play together, and offered $25 advance apiece. It was the best offer on the table—actually, it was the only offer on the table—so the two men returned to Henry’s house in Echo Lake and went to work.

During the next four years, Henry deMille and David Belasco were to collaborate on four plays: The Wife in 1887, Lord Chumley in 1888, The Charity Ball in 1889, and Men and Women in 1890. Each of them was successful, each toured the country, each was a society play taking place in Fifth Avenue and Newport drawing rooms.

In 1887, Cecil was six, just old enough for David Belasco to make an impression—one of Belasco’s greatest gifts. Cecil remembered him as a “slender young man, with his shock of coal-black hair, his deep, dark eyes, and the high-standing clerical collar he always wore. . . . He had the spirit of fun that children love, and with it the rarer gift of taking children seriously, treating them as persons.”

For the deMille boys, Belasco became a heroic uncle figure. He wore a cape, made a spectacular entrance, and sustained it—a figure from one of the throbbing melodramas he would put on the stage and altogether bigger than life.

Belasco and Henry worked out a pattern for their relationship: they sat at desks that faced each other, wrote longhand, and talked for about four hours every day. Then they would hand their scribblings to Beatrice, who would make a fair copy, after which Bill and Cecil would be called in to listen to a reading of the day’s work. The boys were always encouraged to voice their opinions, and Cecil was proud of the fact that some of their suggestions were actually adopted. It was a lesson he never forgot: in later years, he would take a suggestion from anyone, from a mailman to a grandchild.

After a day of writing, Henry would relax at night by reading aloud a chapter from the Bible and an accompanying chapter from history. Henry liked to have his head rubbed while he read, and the boys would take turns in order to keep their father reading as long as possible. The result was, as Cecil would remember, “the heroes of the Bible and world history were as much alive to us as Superman and Hopalong Cassidy are to youngsters today.”

Cecil loved these evenings, consisting of literary stimulation that ranged from the Bible to Thackeray to Victor Hugo. “Father had a beautifully modulated voice. . . . He made everything real. . . . The King of Kings and The Ten Commandments were born in those evenings when father sat under the big lamp and read and a small boy sat near his chair and listened.”

The family remembered Cecil as a habitually rambunctious child who was always launching himself into the house with a breathtaking discovery that demanded everybody drop everything and pay attention.

Belasco liked the boys, but he had a mercurial disposition. When Cecil was seven or eight, Belasco promised him that he would give him a pony for his birthday. As August 12 approached, so did Cecil’s agitation, and on the morning of his birthday, he flew to the window to look into the yard.

No pony.

The barn?

Nothing.

Cecil waited all day in vain. The pony never showed up and its absence cast a deep pall over the other presents he got. Belasco had forgotten a promise made to a child.

“It was a bitter experience,” the child remembered when he had grown to be an old man, “as only a childhood sorrow can be bitter.” Characteristically, it strengthened Cecil’s resolve. “I learned from it not to expect the world to be as sure or as dependable a place as the family circle with father and mother at the center and all the grandparents, aunts and uncles making a comforting circumference. Every child learns that sooner or later. . . . I am glad, in a way, that I learned it from a man whom I have so many other and great reasons to respect.”
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Charles Frohman remembered that Belasco and deMille were seamless collaborators. “DeMille . . . was primarily a literary person, while Belasco, with his strong natural sense of drama, worked less with lines and situations than with action and stage effect. He saw human nature only from the footlights.”

After Belasco and deMille wrote a script, they would get it on its feet in rehearsal, where it would be rewritten. Belasco would walk through the movement on stage while deMille sat at a table in the front row furiously rewriting. “Now Henry,” Belasco would say, “give me a speech that begins here and takes me over here. Then I turn suddenly like this—and see the woman I love.”

In a Belasco play, the curtain went up on a scene featuring completely appointed rooms—windows that opened and shut, real flowers in window boxes, real food cooked on real stoves, rooms that gave every appearance of having real people in them, with exquisitely painted and lit backdrops. Pine needles would be strewn on the floor of a set so that the audience would smell the aroma. But all these authentic physical details would be put in the service of conventional story structures and a happy ending.

The Wife opened at the Lyceum on November 1, 1887. The reviews were good, but business was ordinary. Frohman wanted to close the show, but Belasco supposedly grabbed the producer by the throat until Frohman consented to give the show a chance. (That’s the way Belasco told it, anyway—he was always the hero of his own life.)

Henry’s version of the show’s survival was less dramatic and more likely: “Its fate was for some nights in doubt until David and I took off our coats and went to work revising. We reduced it from 5 acts to 4. Rewrote the comedy . . . and immediately after the new version was put on business jumped up and it passed its 200th performance. I had a very bad time during this winter paying up the debts of The Main Line so that the royalties of The Wife were largely consumed in that quarter.” The Wife ran for 239 performances, an excellent run in that era. With a hit under their belts, Henry and David were commissioned to write another play for the Lyceum.

The Wife was Henry’s first taste of success, and it churned out just enough money to provide a new apartment for the family, a three-room flat on Waverly Place. Henry and his family could finally begin to enjoy New York. He took his boys to the theater, to rehearsals, and to the Metropolitan Museum, where William was fascinated by the paintings, especially Lepage’s Joan of Arc, while Cecil stared at the Egyptian gallery’s mummies and statues.

Henry also spent the winter of 1888–1889 as associate director of the New York School of Acting, previously the Lyceum School of Acting, previously the Empire School. Henry renamed the school yet again. This time, the name stuck and the American Academy of Dramatic Arts continues to turn out superb talents 120 years later. Among Henry’s projects there was the translation of Sophocles’ Elektra from the Greek, which was performed at the academy on March 11, 1889.

Cecil attended kindergarten at Houseman’s School, 9 University Place in Manhattan. The arch in Washington Square was under construction at the time, and Cecil remembered proudly coming home with chips from it in his pocket.

The stories Cecil would tell his own family of his childhood tended to involve the formation of his interests and his intellect. Listening to his father reading the Bible at night and learning to read it himself; absorbing the illustrations of Doré, Rackham, Dulac; observing Belasco with unalloyed awe. Surviving correspondence from this era indicates an extremely confident and self-possessed child who adored his mother and had problems with spelling, as he would all his life.

“Dear Sweety,” Cecil wrote on June 22, about 1888, from Echo Lake, New Jersey. “I hope you are well. Tuesday I was sitting in a tree in the orchard when a pretty oriole came in the tree that I was sitting and he began to sing, but then I scared hem. I am having a nice tine. The two trunks have come. The girl [written over the first attempt, which was gril] has arrived safely. A kiss to all.

Cecil B. DeMille

your loving son.”
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Henry’s next collaboration with Belasco, Lord Chumley, was written for a young actor named E. H. Sothern. It was another hit, as was The Charity Ball, their third play. Then Henry worked on the translation and organized the first American production of Lysistrata, which Belasco directed in March 1889.

With success came pressure, and it appears Henry could be pettish, as his correspondence often apologizes for being short-tempered, possibly because he and Belasco were now going away to get most of their work done and Beatrice felt left out. In his letters, Henry is usually placating Beatrice, lathering her with emotion, and there are occasional references to things like her “tearful face” and her “poor, suffering letter.” It’s possible that Beatrice was unsure of her husband, but, given Cecil’s memories of his mother and the personality indicated by her correspondence, it’s more likely that Beatrice was a drama queen, playing at being insecure in order to provoke the desired response.

There was also evident tension between Beatrice and her mother-in-law, as Henry addressed his mother in the tones of a rapt Momma’s Boy: “I love you, I admire you more than any woman on earth. My poor little child wife is full of faults beside you. I know she has no better friend than you. You are truer to her than her mother, and I love you for that, too. You are the guiding angel of our lives. She will know it someday—not in this world, because she is too weak.”

In letters to his wife, Henry took the exact opposite tack: “Poor little M—thinks she is the flower. I am afraid she is not. But let her think so, if it is her happiness. You and I know who the flower is. You know whom I really trust and depend upon, for all my contradictory actions. Kiss my boys . . .”

At times, Henry runs back and forth between his mother and wife like a classic henpecked man, always trying to smooth over trouble. “I wouldn’t cease writing, my Darling. I couldn’t quite stand that. Let me have a letter or so, that I can show to M—. I must hear from you. Make your letters so she can read them. I will make mine so nobody can read them but you. Kiss my sweet ones, my precious babies, give love to all . . .”

Working with the tempestuous Belasco, living with the tempestuous Beatrice, and attempting to mediate between his wife and his tempestuous mother must have been exhausting for Henry deMille.
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William remembered one episode from childhood as a definitive metaphor for the differing personalities of himself and his brother. Beatrice had taken her boys to the New York Athletic Club, then located at the corner of 55th and Sixth Avenue. Cecil and William were part of a demonstration about how to save nonswimmers from drowning. The boys, neither of whom could swim, were instructed to jump into the deep end of the pool and wait to be rescued.

Cecil, “with an immaturely regal gesture, tossed aside his robe, took a good look at the crowd, rushed out on the springboard and leaped blindly into space. He knew he was going to land in deep water, but had sublime faith that he would be pulled out amid tumultuous applause, which was exactly what happened.”

William started out with an equivalent bravado, but, just before he got to the end of the board, suddenly realized that it would be tragic if he were to drown right in front of his mother. Looking over, he saw that “Mother’s expression conveyed a mixture of gentle understanding and regret. At this point, I jumped, for the simple reason that I was afraid not to.”

The brothers’ personalities never altered—Cecil was forever drawing his sword and charging, while William hung back and grudgingly followed his younger brother, making saturnine comments the entire time.

As an old man, Cecil B. DeMille kept a childhood photo in his bedroom. It was taken in 1888, at Echo Lake. The seven-year-old Cecil, with curly hair at shoulder length, is holding a bouquet of flowers, while ten-year-old Bill is holding Homer Q. Putnam, the family dog, gifted with the name of a character in one of Henry’s plays.

In those sylvan days, the woods were alive with a bird the boys called “the chewink-chewee,” after his evocative call. The chewink-chewee tended to establish a nest on a bank on the way to Strubel’s brook, and Bill and Cecil watched several generations of chewink-chewees sent out into the world.

For exercise, there was a Swimming Club, which was run by a young reporter on the New York World named Albert Payson Terhune, later the author of famous dog stories. DeMille would always be grateful to Terhune for not only teaching him and Bill the manly arts of boxing and fencing, but for giving them an intimate knowledge and love of nature.

Along with his affinity for nature, Cecil was also a natural, not to mention original, storyteller. Witness this effort, written when he was nine:

MY HUNTING STORY

When I was nine I had a verry small gun. I whent out to see what I could shout. I was about five miles from home when it began to snow. I found no game, one little bird. It was snowing verry fast when I started for home. I had to pas by a house that had a verry saveg dog. It was no fun to here that big dog barking in the snow. Some years ago I had a fine mastif pup. I only had it about four months, when it was stolen. I had nat senn him for three years. And so the dog came running for me, and I mistoke his joy for hate, and shot. He gave a yelp, and quickened his speed. I drew my knife and waited for him, when suddenly I huerd a noise behimd me. I turnd half round to see a large Panther crouching behind me. On came the dog, but to my joy he sprang past me and caut the Panther by the throat and speedily put an end to him and then turnd to receve my knife blow. When he fell deing at my feet I saw to my sarowe that it was my pup come to my aid. I neeld down by him. He looked up in my face and liced my hand, but I could not save him. He died a minit affterwrod from my gun shot. I thrwe him ofver my back and carid him home. And now he stands in are parler in the same possichon he was in when he saved my life.

Cecil possessed certain attributes from birth: a devotion to simple but compelling lines of melodramatic action, and a wretched sense of spelling.

Aside from his adored parents, Cecil was also entranced by his father’s brother Richard, who spelled his last name with the uppercase D and who lived on Patchen Avenue in Brooklyn. Richard’s most exotic quality was that he could play a game of chess without being in the room. “He would sit writing,” remembered Cecil, “and he would just call the moves to you. You would call back your move to him and he’d never stop writing, or whatever he was doing, and he would beat you. He had an amazing mind.”

* As will be clear in these pages, there are variations on the spelling of the family name—deMille, de Mille, DeMille, De Mille, etc. Cecil himself, when writing in his own hand, spelled the name “deMille,” but used “DeMille” professionally in the movies. To avoid confusion between Cecil and the other members of the family, as well as to impose some much-needed consistency, I refer to Cecil as “DeMille.” 
   If anybody lived an uppercase life, DeMille did.
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Near century’s end, America was awash in extravagance. The country’s architectural taste ran toward turrets and gingerbread cornices on houses, ostrich feather boas and stiff bustles on women. Formality was de rigueur; people dressed up to play croquet or badminton. Similarly, the theater was a place for spectacle rather than simplicity. Meeting this need was the dramatic team of Belasco and deMille.

Belasco brought dramatic lighting and elaborate, three-dimensional sets to the theater. His carefully designed stage pictures and adherence to the star system resulted in something that might be termed romantic realism—absolute authenticity of environment propping up plays that relied on the rip-roaring melodrama of the post–Civil War era.

The writing didn’t necessarily service the acting, or even the characters. Rather, it serviced the direction—Belasco’s rhythms and beats, Belasco’s miraculous control of color and sets, all of which obscured the fact that his taste in plays wasn’t any good.

It’s probable that Henry was attracted to Belasco for many of the same reasons he was attracted to Beatrice: energy, a sense of command, instinctive intelligence, and an absolute ability to deal with whatever circumstance threw at him. Henry and his partner were opposites emotionally as well as physically—Henry tall and graceful, with thinning reddish hair and measured voice; Belasco a dynamic fireplug with black hair turning prematurely white, abrupt speech, and a fiery, sensual temperament.

For the young Cecil, who stood in the wings and watched his father and Belasco rehearse their plays and who wept at the performances, these shows were a passage into a world of glamour that transcended even the throbbing theatricality embodied by Belasco himself.

Three hits in a row lifted Henry up into the loftier precincts of the theater; in November 1889, he was proposed for membership in the Players Club by Daniel Frohman, and seconded by E. H. Sothern. “I was elected a member of the Players Club, 16 Gramercy Park, November 14, 1889,” noted Henry proudly in his diary. With money came responsibility, and Henry took out more life insurance—$10,000 worth in August of 1890, and another $10,000 in February of 1893. A little while after that, Henry took his younger son to lunch with famed actor Edwin Booth. Cecil would remember that lunch all his life.

Three of the four Belasco-deMille collaborations played at the Lyceum Theatre in New York, and each of them was more popular with the public than with critics. William Winter, the first serious American theater critic, called The Wife a “sentimental confection” and said that it owed more to “the far inferior and much easier method of literary and theatrical photography” than to the standards of Sheridan and Congreve. On the other hand, the Times and the Herald loved The Wife and said that it was an important American play.

The Belasco-deMille partnership soon attained a position of power and influence, but there was a serpent in the tree. In mid-1890, Belasco became infatuated with Mrs. Leslie Carter, who had just been divorced by her husband on the grounds of energetic adultery with five men. Belasco was thunderstruck by the possibilities of her personality on the stage and the possibilities of her body in his bed. He determined to turn her into the greatest actress of the American stage. This painstaking instruction took a while—Belasco’s technical rehearsals alone could last for weeks—so Henry was left to his own devices, although he seems to have had some nominal Belasco-related duties, possibly instructing Mrs. Carter.

“Yesterday I found time to call on Mrs. Carter,” Henry wrote his wife on Lyceum Theatre stationery. “Oh! My! but she can persuade. I did not yield, however. I will tell you all about it . . . A long embrace and sweet, sweet kisses from your Devoted, Ever Loving, Ever Longing, Ever Trusting Husband.”

While Belasco was otherwise occupied, Henry set to work adapting a German play called The Lost Paradise, but was called back to work by Belasco. Henry and David set up shop in Washington, North Carolina, to work on their new play. William was with them, but he fell ill with scarlet fever and was very sick for nine long weeks. Once William was out of the woods, Henry and Belasco finished the play in July.

Men and Women opened in October 1890 and ran until the end of March 1891—another hit. But it was the last collaboration between the two men. With his wallet fortified, Belasco returned to the instruction of Mrs. Carter. Their initial collaboration was The Heart of Maryland, in which the climax involved the star hanging by the clapper of a giant bell to keep it from ringing, thereby saving the life of her lover. As the curtain came down, the audience erupted in tumultuous cheers.

Belasco had found the final piece of his formula: a dramatically sensational climax of action rather than personal revelation. He was now the dominant purveyor of theatrical melodrama in America and would remain so until about 1915, when he would be overtaken theatrically by Eugene O’Neill and cinematically by Cecil B. DeMille.

With Belasco occupied with matters dramatic and erotic, Henry returned to The Lost Paradise, which proved successful. He used most of his accrued royalties for seventy-six acres on a hill above Pompton Lakes, New Jersey, and an estate that would be called Pamlico. The house was finished by Easter 1892, a three-story Victorian with turrets and a wide porch overlooking a lake, on the east side of the road leading from Pompton to Oakland, all of it surrounded by the Ramapo Mountains.

A new friend of the family was the bandleader John Philip Sousa whom Cecil remembered as a stuffy, pompous man, although he enjoyed riding horses, which was a plus to the young boy. Another neighbor in Pompton was none other than Annie Oakley, and Cecil remembered throwing mud balls into the air so she could practice her shooting.

Cecil’s first crush was on a girl named Olive Reimer, whose father enjoyed telling the children magnificent stories drawn from literature—“The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Balzac, and so forth. It wasn’t until years later that Cecil realized that Mr. Reimer became a storytelling sage only when he was roaring drunk.

It was around this time that Cecil devised an alternate heroic persona for himself. He called this alter ego the Champion Driver—Cecil’s amalgamation of Robin Hood, Ulysses Simpson Grant, and Samson. This dashing figure would eventually be incarnated in the movies by Douglas Fairbanks Sr. and Errol Flynn, but for Cecil the Champion Driver resembled no one but Cecil. In his mind, the Champion Driver was the man of action who saved the fair damsel and, by extension, America, destroying his enemies in the process—or, in one unfortunate case, Beatrice’s lovingly tended artichokes, decimated as Cecil laid waste to imaginary enemies. Cecil would carry this alter ego around with him for the rest of his life, partly in jest, partly seriously.

In February 1891, it was announced that the successful Belasco-deMille partnership was no more. Henry deMille’s politely veiled comment to his diary was, “It was during the last few days of this year [1890] that I found that David’s interest and mine no longer lay together, and in perfect amity and with mutual regard for each other we determined not to work together for the present.”

The theatrical trade papers suggested that Belasco’s obsession with Mrs. Leslie Carter was the cause of the breakup. Henry’s refusal to elaborate—which would not have been the case had the issue been creative or financial—would tend to confirm the suspicions of the trades. As Henry’s letters to his wife show, he was not averse to discussing his worries and fears, but, to a high-minded Victorian gentleman, an argument about a friend’s mistress was not a fit subject to be aired.

In any case, Belasco was leaving Henry and his family in a much stronger position than he had found them. The deMilles’ third child, Agnes, was born on April 23, 1891. It was a difficult birth; Beatrice nearly died, and Henry had to clear his desk so the doctors could use it to lay out their surgical instruments.

In a spectacular example of the strange synchronicities of fate, in 1892 Henry wrote a fan letter to the social philosopher and economist Henry George. George had published Progress and Poverty in 1879, a dense, idealistic book that advocated the abolition of all taxes save a tax on land. George was probably the first American economist to be taken seriously in Europe, and Progress and Poverty became one of the most popular nonfiction works of the nineteenth century, attracting admirers that ranged from Leo Tolstoy to Pope Leo XIII. George Bernard Shaw gave Henry George credit for converting him to socialism. George ran for mayor of New York in 1886, and came in second, ahead of a young Theodore Roosevelt—an admirer of the land tax. (George’s ideas still attract a thousand students a year to the Henry George School of Social Science in New York.)

Henry could have had no way of knowing that his oldest son would marry the daughter of Henry George, or that the marriage would prove an epic mismatch primarily because George’s daughter actively embodied her father’s high-minded ideals, while Henry’s son lived in the world.

At the end of 1892, Henry paid $5,062 on the mortgage of Pamlico, $4,300 of that being a loan from his mother. Henry’s first—and last—Christmas in his new house was a happy one. William, Cecil, and Henry cut down their own Christmas tree on the land surrounding the lake. “The boys decorated it,” wrote Henry in his diary, “and none of us were permitted to enter the parlor until Sunday after service; when the room was darkened, the tree lighted and the presents distributed. My own [present] was a complete set of Ruskin’s works . . . this great soldier of the Truth.”

On January 8, 1893, Henry deMille delivered a sermon at the Pompton Christ Church. On January 25, he went into New York to see the new Belasco play starring Mrs. Leslie Carter at Charles Frohman’s Empire Theatre. Henry stayed at the Ashland House, and complained that the club’s sewage problems upset his digestion.

The last entry in Henry’s diary is dated Thursday, January 26: “Attended second performance of the Theater of Arts and Letters with Mildred and Stammie, ‘The Harvest’ by Clyde Fitch and ‘Squirrel Inn’ by Frank R. Stockton and Gene Presbrey at 5th Ave. Theater. The morning of Thursday, lectured to the Senior Class at the American Academy of the Dramatic Arts. That night went to the Lambs Club, 8 West 29th Street, with Wilton Lackaye, Tom Oberle and R. C. Cotton. Sat talking until 7:30 next morning.”

About February 1, Henry became ill at home. Initially, it was not regarded as serious, but then he began hemorrhaging. A Dr. Colfax of Pompton and a Dr. Tartaball of New York did what they could, but it soon became clear that Henry deMille was dying of typhoid.

“He sent for me and he saw the family one at a time,” remembered Cecil. “It was in our house at Pompton, New Jersey—and he asked me a question. And I couldn’t answer because I was choked and I couldn’t answer—I did not know that he was dying—I didn’t know how sick he was even. I was a little boy, but something prevented my talking because my throat was tight as you are when you’re about to cry—so I couldn’t answer and he waited for a few minutes and he said, ‘Well, run along and play.’ I’ve never forgotten that and I never could get it from my mind—that he couldn’t understand that I wanted to—I’m sure that he did—but he couldn’t understand at the time what I wanted to tell him. I wanted to express my love and affection for him but I couldn’t. I couldn’t speak.”

The halting phrasing of a man who customarily spoke in polished paragraphs is striking, as is the pain and guilt over his perception of having failed his father. DeMille would return to this episode again and again over the years, fearful that his dying father took silence for indifference. The possibility that he had failed his father haunted Cecil, and the implicit self-reproach grew until he could barely complete the story.

Henry deMille died in his house on Pompton Lake at four in the morning on February 10, 1893. He was thirty-nine years old. His sons were fourteen and eleven, his daughter was two.

The next day his casket was in the center of the living room. Beatrice brought the boys in to see their dead father. “She put her arms around us and spoke, not to us but to him: ‘May your sons be as fine and noble and good as you were. May they follow in your steps . . . ’”

The obituaries in the New York papers paid tribute, although they were dutiful rather than inspired, and none of them offered any quotes from David Belasco: “Mr. deMille was a slender, scholarly looking man, and was liked by the people of the dramatic profession,” said one. “He was very exact and methodical in business dealings, and he and Belasco made a large amount of money out of their popular plays.”

Another asserted, “the idea that he wrote the Belasco-DeMille plays . . . and that his collaborator merely dramatized and staged them, is a fallacy. They were joint workers in every sense of the word, alike as to invention, wording and formation. . . . In personal bent and habits he was a literary man and socially was of unspotted character.”

Henry died intestate, so Beatrice had to get busy. What she had to work with was the house, which was free and clear, and $20,000 in life insurance. Her granddaughter, the choreographer Agnes deMille, would characterize her as “a domineering and aggressive woman, with the clothes sense and some of the business scruples of a Gypsy.” All in all, a fairly necessary set of qualities for a young widow with three small children at the end of the nineteenth century.

At first, she and Bill wrestled with an uncompleted play Henry had left, but the results were not satisfactory and Beatrice knew it. Just a few months after her husband died, Beatrice converted part of the house into the Henry C. deMille Preparatory Boarding and Day School for Boys and Girls. (Cecil had been attending another school, where he was beaten up by a boy named Lester Smith, who held a baseball bat in his right arm while hitting Cecil with his left. “Don’t use the bat!” begged Cecil. “I don’t need to,” replied Smith.)

Beatrice used some of the insurance money to build an addition to the house for the boarding pupils, and she also added a tennis court and baseball diamond. She finagled references from Dr. Nicholas Murray Butler of Columbia, and the Episcopal bishop of Newark. On February 10, 1894, she added a postscript to her husband’s diary: “Just one year since the death of my dear husband, of typhoid hemorrhages of the intestines!

“I shall try and keep up this narrative of the family for the sake of my dearest children William, Cecil, and baby Agnes Beatrice, to all of whom, in the years to come, it will undoubtedly prove of interest. I shall take up the narrative where their father left it in January, 1893.”

But there were no more additions to the diary; Beatrice didn’t have the time. She had to take care of her children, and take care of them she would.
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An ad in the Pasquannock Valley Argus announced that the deMille school offered “full classical and scientific courses, modern languages, theory of music, drawing, painting and physical culture.” Also offered were “tennis, baseball, rowing, skating and coasting.” Tuition and board came to $500 a year.

Beatrice was setting a viable, intelligent course for herself and her children. But vicious fate wasn’t done with her just yet. On February 11, 1895, Agnes came down with what seemed to be a cold. By the next morning it was clear that something else was happening, something much worse. Beatrice sent Bill on horseback through a blizzard to get a doctor, but it was too late. Agnes died—not of a cold, but of spinal meningitis.

Like her father, Agnes was laid out in a coffin in the hall of their home. Beatrice took Bill and Cecil down to the hall lit only by candlelight. She made them kiss the cold, dead face of their little sister and swear that they would never in their lives do anything to any woman that they would not have wanted done to Agnes.

This scene, somewhere between Dickens and Poe, would never be forgotten by either of the brothers—how could they, even if they had wanted to? Although he would eventually depart from both the spirit and the letter of the vow, Cecil probably remained a virgin until his wedding night. Bill, precocious sexually as well as professionally, had far more personal history than his younger brother.

Agnes was cremated and her ashes placed next to those of Henry deMille. Beatrice kept the letters and telegrams of condolence for Agnes all her life. After her death, Cecil kept them for all his life. Moreover, he kept a miniature of Agnes on his watch chain, honoring her and his parents at the same time.
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Cecil would say that his mother was a fine teacher but a bad businesswoman. He might also have paid tribute to her as a superb role model of industry and diligence. It was her example as well as her personality that would form his own life. Like many men brought up primarily by females, he adored women, was comfortable with them and perfectly capable of deferring to them.

It was, however, difficult for him to be equally conciliatory with men. With men, he would tend toward the peremptory and he would have only a couple of intimate friendships with male peers because other men were potential challengers. Cecilia, Cecil’s daughter—whose name indicates the breadth of his very secure ego—would tell her cousin Agnes, Bill’s daughter, that “Father has no friends, hundreds of admirers, but no friends, not one in the world.” It was an exaggeration—Jesse Lasky, for one, would become a true friend—but not by much.

Beatrice couldn’t have been too terrible a businesswoman, for the deMille school lasted for more than ten years, even if things were a tight squeeze for much of the time. Evelyn Nesbit, the mistress of Stanford White, was a student at the school for a time, and remembered it in her memoirs as “a large, yellow, rambling structure set on a hill in the beautiful Ramapos. . . . [Beatrice] ruled over less than 20 pupils and never did manage to make the place financially successful. And yet it was a splendid school; the girls enjoyed a homelike atmosphere and the best of teachers.”

At Christmas, Beatrice threw a party that lasted from December 25 to New Year’s. Students could invite relatives or close friends, and young male guests were domiciled in a separate building, so the proprieties were observed at all times. Nesbit remembered that Beatrice was “a woman of distinct personality [and] had her own ideas of dress.” She noted that Bill reigned as the family intellectual and was busy writing a play called Strongheart in a study called “The Dreamery” located at the top of the house.

Nesbit had not come there for an education, but to get out of New York. Stanford White had recently discovered that she was having an affair with John Barrymore.

With his randy theatricality, Barrymore referred to Nesbit as his “quivering pink poppy.” To get her away from the dashing young actor, White spirited Nesbit away to Pamlico and Beatrice. To keep her busy, Bill gave her fencing lessons, and Nesbit referred to him in her diary as “Bill deMille, that pie-faced mut who is in cahoots with Stanford to keep me prisoner.”

Harry Thaw, another young blade about town in love with Nesbit, followed her to Pamlico, as did Barrymore. Beatrice did her best to keep her young charge away from her suitors, but Barrymore left love notes scattered on the tennis court and other places around the property.

Nesbit and Beatrice became close, and Beatrice counseled her to avoid Barrymore—the actor was mad, bad, and dangerous to know. She should think about Harry Thaw; he was wealthy and good-looking. Avoid the frying pan; jump right into the fire.

Nesbit had her doubts—her diary revealed that she was suspicious of Thaw’s sexuality, and with good reason—but she ended up marrying him anyway, although continuing her relationship with White. This juicy triangle culminated in Thaw’s murder of White in 1906, on the roof theater of Madison Square Garden.

Introduced at trial was sworn evidence that Nesbit had three operations that had all been listed as “appendectomies”—the standard euphemism for an abortion. One of the said “appendectomies” had taken place at the deMille School. When the prosecutor asked, “Was the operation performed on you at Pompton a criminal operation?” Thaw’s attorney jumped up and said that Nesbit could hardly testify to that as she had been under anesthesia.
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Bill did his best to fill a paternal role for his younger brother. He went out of his way to familiarize Cecil with Wagner’s operas, which forever after remained Cecil’s idea of the pinnacle in music.

When he was fifteen, Cecil was sent to the Pennsylvania Military College—a glorified boarding school. Beatrice bartered his tuition for the tuition of the daughter of the academy’s commandant at Pamlico. Cecil had to wear a military uniform and engage in military practice. “Oh, the long and dreary winter!” he scribbled in a workbook. “Oh, the cold and cruel winter!” Next to “auxiliary unknown quantity,” he writes, “What in pink hell is the meaning of this?” Under the phrase “binomial formula,” he writes, “If x = my dinner, and y = the cavity my dinner should fill, then x is negative and y is very possitive.” At one point, he amuses himself by drawing a naval battle in his algebra book.

While he attended the military college, Cecil was designated Cadet No. 214, which was only one of the reasons he hated the place. Cold baths, drills at dawn, and long lectures on manly virtues were other reasons. On the other hand, he learned to ride, to shoot, and to box—all necessary skills for surviving in show business. He also learned the value of discipline, the thrill of command, and an emphasis on physical fitness, all of which he would practice throughout his life and which would come in handy sooner rather than later.

Cecil’s letters from the military college are typically idiosyncratic in matters of punctuation. They’re also boyishly charming and funny, as this, from April 16, 1897: “I am just in the middle of ‘Quo Vadis’ and I think it is one of the finest books I have ever read, but I nearly lost a front tooth trying to pronounce the author’s name.” A month later, he wrote, “Tomorrow we go to Chadsford [sic] on horseback, that is eighteen miles from Chester (the cavalry I mean, not the whole corps). Well at any rate we all had to pay half and the college paid half, it was 90 cents, when I heard this I refused to go, but a friend of mine named Rhinstrom paid for me in spite of all I could do, I told him I did not know when I could pay him back but he said, I could go plum to—! and he paid my 90 cents, and I won’t ask Mother for anymore money, so what am I to do?”

Obviously, money was tight. Cecil washed carriages for spare change and tried to pretend he was interested in the curriculum. “We are to be addressed this morning by the Rev. Dr. Somebody from Phil. and this afternoon by the Rev. Dr. Somebodyelse. That is the program for the day as nearly as I can find out. . . . Will you, if you have time, send me a list of the misspelled words in this letter.”

Beatrice clearly favored William, just as Henry had. It was William who studied at a gymnasium in Freiberg, Germany, while Cecil made do with Pennsylvania Military College. Later, when Bill was stranded in Germany, Beatrice used some of Cecil’s share of his father’s estate to get her older son home. Still later, Bill would attend Columbia, while Cecil enrolled in the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, where his tuition was waived because of Henry’s seven years of service there. Bill lived in New York while attending Columbia, while Cecil commuted from New Jersey every day—a four-hour round-trip.

Because Bill was manifestly the Young Prince, he developed a sense of his own innate worth that would lead him to develop a noncompetitive personality, as well as eventually provoke serious conflicts with his mother. Beatrice and Cecil would always hustle, while Bill waited for the world to come to him; besides that, Beatrice was a profligate spender, and Bill would come to resent her constant desire for reimbursement for all that she had done for him.

Perhaps because nobody put a very high value on Cecil, Cecil didn’t either. Despite his clear second-string status within the family, he was generous in spirit. Although he never got first choice of anything throughout his childhood and adolescence, it was Cecil who would take care of his mother and pay all her expenses as soon as financially feasible.

Cecil’s audition report at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts, filled out by AADA president Franklin Haven Sargent, captures his character as well as any single piece of paper could:

Age: 17

Height: 5-10½

Weight: 152

Proportions: Good (Athletic)

Parentage: Henry C. deMille

Personality: Pleasing, aesthetic

Esthetic Taste: Probably good

Dramatic Interest: Undeveloped

Personality: Nervous-making

In that era, the AADA held classes and rehearsals at Carnegie Hall, and for performances used the Carnegie Hall Lyceum and the Empire Theatre at 40th and Broadway. It was a two-year program, with the first year including technical subjects such as fencing, pantomime, diction, stage mechanics, makeup, and stage business, and the final examinations consisting of complete performances.

The second year mostly consisted of mounting and performing productions at the Empire Theatre. In either year, the classes were enlivened by guest lectures from such famous talents as John Drew, Joseph Jefferson, and Daniel Frohman. The catalogue stated that the cost of living in New York was between $5 to $15 a week for the school year, which, in Cecil’s senior year of 1899–1900 ran from September 15 to May 14.

While Cecil was learning the rudiments of the theatrical profession, Bill graduated from Columbia in 1900; among his classmates was Upton Sinclair. Professor Brander Matthews encouraged his students to go to the theater often and keep notebooks of observations, and Bill took him seriously; his notebooks fill six scrapbooks. On The Squaw Man, with Theodore Roberts and William S. Hart, which Bill saw on December 5, 1905, and which Cecil made into a movie in 1913–1914: “Very good. Tricky in places but effective. Faulty in technique as to one use of coincidence in meetings etc. First act: conventional but interesting. Second act: crude—boring Englishman there. Third and Fourth: strong, and the real stuff. Good scheme following the newer technique of writing a five-act play and leaving out the fifth act.”
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At the academy, Cecil clashed with the legendary teacher Charles Jehlinger, who had been a student in the first academy class in 1884, returned to AADA in 1896, and would remain there until his death in 1952. Despite his fear of Jehlinger (“the only man in the world I was ever frightened of,” Cecil would remember shortly before he died) he nevertheless absorbed some of the teacher’s temperament and approach.

Jehlinger was a neatly turned-out little man, with wire-rimmed glasses and a center part in his hair. Accompanying the pinched look was a cutting manner. His approach to the profession was peremptory: “Stop acting” was one of his favorite bromides, which would usually be followed by “Don’t think of acting, think of living.” He hated overtly dramatic acting and taught his young charges that to be a successful actor you had to have the hide of a rhino and the heart of a baby. He was a hard taskmaster who might greet a scene with “Crude, but there are possibilities.”

Jehlinger’s approach was intensely practical, with none of the soul searching for Truth that would accompany the efforts of many acting teachers. Cecil’s main objection to Jehlinger was his habit of imposing his own conception of a part on an actor, making them little more than ventriloquist’s dummies. Cecil believed this was a bad way to teach the art of acting; besides, Cecil didn’t like being told what to do. Others did. Besides DeMille, some of Jehlinger’s acting students included William Powell, Spencer Tracy, Edward G. Robinson, and Hume Cronyn—actors of charm as well as substance, with an overriding commitment to craft and professionalism.

Among the faculty was the fine character actress May Robson, and one teacher who met with Cecil’s wholehearted approval: Wellington Putnam, an elocutionist who emphasized the vowel sounds and helped turn DeMille into a superb speaker. Cecil’s own memory of his youthful self was of a student who kept mostly to himself, had few friends, and needed self-confidence, the Champion Driver notwithstanding. One of the friends Cecil made at the academy was Wilfred Buckland, who had been a student of Henry’s and who was on the faculty teaching makeup. Buckland would later become Belasco’s art director and, later still, Cecil’s, revolutionizing the art of motion picture design.

Cecil graduated from the academy in 1900. The graduation exercise involved a full-scale production of a play called The Arcady Trail. In the audience was Charles Frohman. Cecil was hired by Frohman for a small part in a play entitled Hearts Are Trumps, which opened at the Garden Theatre on February 21, 1900, and ran for ninety-three performances. The only other actor of note in the cast was Claire McDowell, who would play a lot of parts for D. W. Griffith. In all respects but one, it seems to have been an unremarkable production, but a notation in the playbill strikes an eerie chord: “Moving pictures in Act III, Scene 4, made by William Paley and reproduced by the famous Kalatechnoscope.”

Cecil was only eighteen years old when he made his Broadway debut. He must have thought he was one of the chosen; he must have thought it was going to be easy.
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After Hearts Are Trumps completed its New York run, there was a summer hiatus, but the show went on tour in the fall. When they got to Washington, the cast was joined by a girl who, DeMille remembered, “wasn’t a very good actress, but there was something about her that quite attracted me—her breeding, charm and good taste.” One scene in the play took place at a modiste shop, and every night after DeMille finished his part, he would sit out front and watch the young girl play her scene.

The girl’s name was Constance Adams, the eldest of five children of Judge Frederick Adams of East Orange, New Jersey. Born in 1873, she was eight years older than Cecil and carried herself with a statuesque self-confidence that was emphasized by the long brown hair that she wore in the becoming manner of the Gibson Girl. After Constance’s mother died, her father married his former sister-in-law, after which Constance rebelled and went on the stage against the Judge’s express wishes.

In Newark, DeMille and the young actress met at a restaurant and began a conversation. She told him that when the tour got to Boston she was staying at a boardinghouse at 9 Beacon Street. DeMille hadn’t booked a room there, but he immediately changed his plans. It was, he remembered, a very old house with lavender-colored windowpanes, and the theater they played in was the Boston Museum. “I played the part of a young barrister,” DeMille remembered, “and was very bad.”

By then the two were in love, and on the last day of 1900, as the clock struck midnight and they sat on the steps of the boardinghouse at 9 Beacon Street, Cecil proposed and Constance accepted.

“Where do you suppose we will be at the beginning of the next century?” she asked.

“I can’t tell you the place,” he replied, “but I know we will be together.”

As proposals go, it was not only smooth, but romantic and prophetic.

While Cecil and Constance were beginning the process of becoming experienced theatrical troupers, they were also working on getting Judge Adams to agree to the marriage. Constance’s father was appalled; an itinerant actor was not his idea of a suitable son-in-law. But Constance was, in her ladylike way, immovable.
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Between the school and starting up a literary agency—her latest brainstorm—Beatrice somehow found time to write a feminist play. It was called The Greatest Thing in the World, and opened in Washington in February 1900. It was obviously a projection of Beatrice’s feelings about herself and her situation: a widow with two sons—one named Cecil—goes out into the world to make her fortune in business. She is condemned and faces losing custody of her children, but fights back and wins both her children and a successful career.

“This is the woman’s age,” Beatrice announced in an interview, assuming the same stentorian tone her son would use for his public pronouncements. “Every relation between the sexes has changed because woman has changed. Hereafter no woman is going to be married without feeling that she is getting as much as she gives. That may sound like a crude statement of the matter, but expresses pretty clearly what I mean. . . . This theme, women’s intrinsic equality—lies very close to my heart.”

Beatrice’s dynamism moved outward in every direction, at least partially because it had to—the deMille School would eventually close in December 1907. Beatrice threw herself into her literary and theatrical agency, convincing Belasco to let her handle the plays Henry and he had co-authored, then opened an office in the Knickerbocker Building on Broadway.

Belasco continued to be a presence in the deMille family, and Cecil believed that he helped them out financially on occasion, although both Beatrice and Cecil would carry some surreptitious bitterness about Belasco to the end of their lives.

Beatrice developed a solid client list; she became the agent for, among others, Mary Roberts Rinehart, James Montgomery Flagg, Wilson Mizner, Zoë Akins, Beaulah Marie Dix, and Avery Hopwood. And she found a couple of pretty good actors, among them the future silent movie star Milton Sills.
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After the tour of Hearts Are Trumps closed, grim reality set in. For several months, Cecil lived on 45 cents a day. He and another man rented a room for $2 a week, and had to share the bed. As he remembered from the lofty vantage point of 1920, “The Sixth avenue elevated ran over the foot of our bed.” His next professional engagement was in Chicago and paid $20 a week, out of which he had to pay all his expenses except railroad fare. It was the first time he had ever been so far away from home. DeMille and an actor he had met at the American Academy of Dramatic Arts named Carl Eckstrom shared an upper berth on the train to Chicago.

Their boardinghouse was on Michigan Avenue, and their room was on the top floor. Cecil and Eckstrom bought 10 cents’ worth of ice cream, but since the room didn’t come with silverware they had to scoop out the ice cream with some cardboard they tore out of a box. That first night, a murder was committed outside their apartment building—two men pulled another man out of a hansom cab and beat him to death while the stunned actors watched from a window.

The spring of 1901 brought Cecil parts in a couple of Frohman productions (To Have and to Hold and Are You a Mason?). DeMille began to learn some of the coping strategies unknown to those outside the profession. Chewing gum was good for emergency radiator repairs; if you didn’t have an iron, you could still press a newly washed handkerchief by pasting it flat onto a bathroom mirror. In the morning, it would not only be dry, but suitable for folding.

During the summer, Cecil was at liberty; in the early winter, he was again called by Frohman for a play called Alice of Old Vincennes. By this time, Constance had somehow convinced her father of Cecil’s suitability as a son-in-law. On August 16, 1902, they married at the Adams family home at 77 Washington Street in East Orange. It was a small wedding, just the immediate family; Cecil’s best man was his brother. The flowers were lilies of the valley.

Marrying Constance was the most crucial decision Cecil ever made. Constance Adams DeMille was serene, beautiful, steadfast, absolutely reliable, remembered by everyone who knew her as a perfect Victorian lady. Cecil’s niece, Agnes deMille, who didn’t like a lot of people in the family or, for that matter, out of the family, remembered Constance as “soft-spoken, regal, trailing soft velvet or chiffon. . . . Her voice was halting but soft and had the modulation of a trained actress. Her humor was superb, though quietly expressed.” Cecil’s pet name for his wife would be Gretchen, probably deriving from the name of Faust’s true love.

As Anne Edwards noted, “with her full bosom, small waist and smoldering, somewhat Latinate looks, Constance might have been suspected of possessing a sensuous nature.” Evidently, the reverse was true. Constance was smart, observant, cool-headed, and deeply religious. She had immense dignity, a natural reserve, and nobody in her long life ever called her “Connie.” She was the sort of woman whose entrance into a room is invariably met by gentlemen standing up. Men respected her, women trusted her.

Constance’s calmness gentled Cecil’s rambunctious temperament. Cecil sensed that he needed that gentling, and valued Constance all the more for it. Agnes deMille summed up the relationship between her uncle and aunt: “He adored her.”

Over the years, Constance would endure several long-term extramarital relationships on Cecil’s part, but she learned to live with them—and with him. She instinctively understood that she was part of a family concern, very much in the French manner. She would always be the dominant part of Cecil’s emotional life, as well as his professional life. Cecil’s attorney Neil McCarthy would write, “I consider her counsel and advice as valuable as that of anyone in the business, not alone because of her knowledge of the business, but because of her ability to think clearly.”
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As soon as the reception was over, the newlyweds were off to join the E. H. Sothern company, with Cecil playing Osric in Hamlet, a supporting role in his father’s play Lord Chumley, and another part in If I Were King. Cecil was later to pay tribute to Sothern by saying that working with him was “like going back to school, the best school a future director could attend.”

Once something went wrong with a performance; at eleven, immediately after the final curtain, Sothern ordered a full rehearsal of the second act. Needless to say, the second act ran like a clock thereafter. DeMille said that everything he ever knew about directing crowds he learned from Sothern: “Sothern gave every single extra an appropriate, distinct, individual line to say. The audience could not hear the lines but they saw and heard a crowd of real people talking and acting like real people.”

Over the next several years, Cecil and Constance became experienced itinerant actors, the migrant workers of the theatrical profession. As an old man, Cecil would reminisce with intense nostalgia about the rickety wooden railroad coaches, with windows that were referred to as “poker windows,” because it took jacks or better to get them open. Then there was the time in West Virginia when a train crashed. Constance had been admiring the wildflowers on the side of the tracks when the collision occurred. A fire extinguisher came down on Cecil’s head and exploded, covering him with toxic chemicals. People were screaming, Cecil was furious and in pain, and all Constance said was, “Oh, now we can get out and pick wildflowers.”

“From that moment,” he would remember, “I have never lacked confidence in her ability to handle any situation calmly.”

One post-Sothern jaunt took them through Canada, and DeMille remembered that for the entire tour they were never warm, because they didn’t have enough money to stay in hotels with heated rooms. The hotel lobbies and corridors were heated, but the rooms themselves were icy.

On another tour, Cecil and Constance stayed at a boardinghouse run by a woman who kept a python as a ratter. The python enjoyed wrapping himself around the stair banister at night, so when Cecil and Constance came in after their performance they had to be careful not to grab the banister on the way up to their room, lest the python wake up angry. “He would tell that story with such obvious joy,” remembered his granddaughter Cecilia, “that I felt it was a very happy time in their marriage.”

While on the road, Cecil and Constance kept in touch with their families via postcards. Most of the messages were about their adventures rather than their plays. On May 25, 1903, Cecil sent his mother a postcard of Pikes Peak: “Great Scott, have you ever spent a night 14,147 feet high. You wake up every 15 minutes gasping for breath. It is 5 above zero and the 25 of May. Yesterday we could see the New Mexico range 250 miles away. We have many strange things to tell. Love from C. & C.”

On June 16, Constance wrote Beatrice on a postcard of Mount Tamalpais, “Dear Mother, Cecil took the trip with Mr. McCloskey up this mountain yesterday. It was very beautiful and most interesting. I stayed at home to study . . . as there had been a row and the understudy left the company but she has been taken back now so my virtue was all for nothing. Lots of love. Constance.”

A day later, Constance chimed in from Oakland: “Dear mother, we left San Francisco yesterday afternoon. Oakland is a lovely place much more my idea of California than anything we have seen yet. We are both well. Lots of Love, Constance.”

Cecil and Constance were again in E. H. Sothern’s company when they opened the Mason Opera House in Los Angeles on June 18, 1903, with If I Were King. Sothern played François Villon, with Cecil in the role of Colin De Cayeulx. (Constance seems to have been along for the sightseeing, as she doesn’t appear in the cast list although she might have appeared under a pseudonym.)

The young DeMilles were nothing if not well traveled. By July 6, they were in Butte, Montana. “Dear Mother, it is the fifth of July and we are bundled up in our heaviest overcoats. And today we had a little flurry of snow. Butte is the wildest yet. Love to all will write soon. Cecil.”

It’s obvious that DeMille adored performing in front of an audience, any audience. Years later, one of his employees asked him about his youthful years on stage: “Doesn’t an actor get tired of playing the same role in the same play night after night?”

“You’re not an actor if you do,” he replied succinctly.

These years of trouping had some practical benefits—much later, DeMille would assert that he could name at least one hotel in practically any town in America. Constance’s memories of those hotels often focused on the problems they had because of Cecil’s refusal to part with the only pets they could afford: a couple of little squirrels in a basket cage.

The life of a roving actor could be terribly grim, but DeMille was observant and sensitive, and he learned the rough but emotionally sincere life of America between the coasts. DeMille would believe, with considerable justification, that theatrical actors, directors, and producers began to lose touch with the mass audience once the age of touring shows died out a few decades later. The touring years would be invaluable to him, for the America between the coasts would constitute the primary audience for the movies he would make.
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Part of the reason that Cecil adored his mother was her ardent spirit. “She was always for anything new,” he would remember. “Anything that had adventure in it, she was for.” In so many ways, Cecil was his mother’s son—always ready for a new challenge, always ready to venture outward or put himself at risk. (A close friend would later compare Cecil to the intrepid foreign correspondent Richard Harding Davis.) So it was no surprise that Cecil loved the West as soon as he saw it; indeed, he loved the idea of the West before he saw it.

“We wanted to come out west, because we loved it out here,” DeMille would remember in 1933. “Mrs. DeMille and I were travelling with E. H. Sothern in 1903—opened the old Mason Opera House, played in If I Were King and Hamlet. I loved the west so much and thought of every excuse in the world to get out here—even of giving up the stage to come out here and maybe buy a ranch. Both Mrs. DeMille and I were so completely lost in the whole idea of the west.”

DeMille remembered that on that 1903 trip he was making $35 a week and Constance was making $20 a week, the Pullman berth cost them $27, and there wasn’t a lot left over. “The first time I saw the Rocky Mountains, I woke her up quickly and said to look at that sight. We knew then that the west would be the place for us.”

During a Canadian tour of Henry deMille and David Belasco’s play Lord Chumley, Cecil came down with the measles, and Bill came out from New York to play the part. He took no salary and after a couple of weeks when Cecil was back on his feet, Bill was hit for $200 to keep the company going.

Richard deMille, Cecil’s son, would obliquely refer to “difficulties” in the marriage in these early years. “Constance was quietly dismayed at Cecil’s luxurious notion of marital bliss. She yearned to give him all he wanted, but it went against her nature and against her background. Disappointed by her restraint, he accepted invitations from more excitable young women ready to give and glad to receive sharper if less loving pleasures.”

Other family members, including Agnes deMille, asserted that the marriage was happy for years, and that signs of a sexual misalliance weren’t evident until after the birth of their daughter Cecilia in 1908.
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While Cecil was tussling with railroad timetables and enduring unheated boardinghouses, his brother was finding success. William took a stand against prejudice in his play Strongheart, first performed in 1905, the story of an Indian who goes to an eastern college, falls in love with the sister of one of his white classmates but cannot maneuver past the prejudices of his friends. He returns west without the woman he loves.

Meanwhile, Cecil appeared in a play called The Prince Chap in New York and received a decent review: “Cecil B. DeMille was capital as the Earl and received a hearty round of applause, which was well-deserved.” But Cecil wasn’t sitting around waiting for the next audition. He also wrote an unproduced play entitled The Pretender, set in seventeenth-century Russia, as well as Son of the Winds, about a mythical Indian civilization. It also failed to earn a production.

Bill and Cecil collaborated on a play called The Genius years before Theodore Dreiser used the title for a novel. Beatrice retitled it The Genius and the Model and did a polish. It was produced in 1906 but ran for only twenty-one performances. During one particularly desperate moment, Cecil went on to tour with the Standard Opera Company in productions of The Bohemian Girl, Martha, The Chimes of Normandy, and The Mikado. He remembered that he acted, sang, booked theaters, managed, and even filled in when the conductor was indisposed. In between engagements, when times got bad, Cecil would get a loan from Bill, and it’s a safe assumption that Beatrice helped out as well.

Probably at Beatrice’s urging, David Belasco took on William as a collaborator, and William was credited alone for one big hit that Belasco produced and directed in 1907, The Warrens of Virginia. Bill thoughtfully wrote a part for his brother, and Belasco thoughtfully agreed to hire Cecil. Cecil signed a contract with Belasco on April 27, 1907, for the 1907–1908 season. It was a standard boilerplate contract—Belasco had to pay only half salary for Holy Week and the week before Christmas, the sort of arbitrary cheating that led to the formation of Actors’ Equity. There was only one specific addendum: Belasco was obligated to pay for a sleeper compartment for Cecil while on tour. Cecil’s salary was set at $65 a week in New York, $75 a week on tour, with rehearsals free, as was the norm in those pre-Equity days.

Although he was working steadily that year, Cecil was still paying off old debts, and was continually borrowing money from his brother. He borrowed $1,000 from Bill in March (at 5 percent interest), another $500 (also at 5 percent) two weeks later, $300 in April, another $200 a few weeks later, $200 in June, and $100 in October. All of the loans would eventually be repaid.

Until Sunset Boulevard, The Warrens of Virginia would serve as the height of Cecil’s acting career, but since it was loosely based on an adventure of his grandfather, and was written by his brother, it’s possible that his casting was not entirely due to his stage technique. Also in the cast was a young Canadian actress who had recently dumped her original name of Gladys Smith for the more aristocratic Mary Pickford. Actually, it was a good cast from top to bottom—also featured were Frank Keenan and Blanche Yurka.

Pickford recorded a spectacular example of Belasco’s singular directorial techniques in her memoirs. During one rehearsal lasting far into the night, Belasco was working on the set of the dining room of a Virginia mansion. Belasco picked up a jar that was supposed to contain molasses and tasted it. Bellowing for the prop man, he commanded him to taste the contents.

“What is that?” he demanded.

“Maple syrup, sir.”

“And if you please, what does the manuscript call for?”

“Molasses, sir.”

“And you dare waste my time and the time of the ladies and gentlemen of my company with maple syrup?”

At that point, Belasco smashed the jar onto the stage floor, and began jumping up and down on the sticky mess. He ordered the prop man to clean it up and screamed, “Never, never presume to take such liberties with me again!”

While the prop man was mopping up and thanking God he still had a job, Belasco sidled over to Pickford and asked what she thought of his performance. “I find it absolutely necessary to break something at least once before an opening night in order to keep the cast on their toes,” he told her.

The Warrens of Virginia opened December 3, 1907, and was an immediate smash hit. It ran for fifteen months in New York, then spawned a succession of touring companies. William deMille was now a name to conjure with in the American theater. Once again, Cecil studied Belasco’s manner. “There was never a rigid Belasco formula, but there were Belasco ingredients that the public came to expect from him always, and he did not disappoint them.”

Cecil learned Belasco’s lessons well.

Belasco was now operating as a mogul, essentially devising star vehicles; it was less important that the play be good than that it showcase the personality and attributes of its leading player. With the exception of Madame Butterfly and The Girl of the Golden West, two plays turned into operas by Puccini, Belasco’s shows were locked in their time, largely because he always made sure that his scripts were injected with the maximum dose of melodrama. But there was always an eye for the luscious emotional effect; in his production of Madame Butterfly, Belasco and his faithful electrician Louis Hartmann, who worked for him for nearly thirty years, used colored rolls of silk behind the set’s translucent screens to give the effect of a slow fade from day to night, with results that ravished critics and audiences.
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Cecil and William stepped up their collaboration. Shortly after The Warrens of Virginia opened, the brothers offered The Royal Mounted (1908), a florid tale of murder and a manhunt. The Royal Mounted closed after thirty-two performances, but Cecil believed that every failure had the nugget of a potential success buried deep inside it, and, in any case, he never threw anything away. The Royal Mounted would serve as the basis for his highly successful film North West Mounted Police more than thirty years later.

Nearly a year after the premiere of The Warrens of Virginia, on October 5, 1908, Constance gave birth to their only biological child, a daughter they named Cecilia. Cecilia was born in her grandparents Adamses’ house, undoubtedly because the Judge wanted his daughter to have better medical care than Cecil could afford.

While one son flailed—Cecil attempted yet another Indian play called The Stampede, which earned a single production from the Chicago Stock Company—and another was thriving, Beatrice was gaining some momentum in her field. By 1910, she had turned her agency into the DeMille Play Company, and Cecil was working as her general manager. In January of that year, Cecil directed Owen Davis’s play The Wishing Ring on Broadway, and he would produce a couple more plays in the next few years, including Cheer Up, written by Mary Roberts Rinehart, Beatrice’s most successful client. The runs were short, the reviews mediocre.

In an undated, handwritten note from much later in his life, Cecil defended himself against potential criticism from an overly harsh future biographer—an astonishing message found, not in a bottle, but in a file folder: “The reason most of the plays I produced were failures is that I had no money myself and had to find an actor or a writer who had money to finance their own work.”

In the summer of 1910, Cecil approached David Belasco for a loan with an idea for a play as collateral. At first Belasco wasn’t interested, then agreed to pay DeMille a stipend for six weeks during which he would write the play; if it was any good, Belasco had the rights to produce it. Cecil went up into the woods of Maine and wrote his play. The idea revolved around life after death—a hard-driving businessman returns from the dead to right the wrongs he committed in life. A similar idea had worked for Dickens, so there was no reason to think that it wouldn’t work for DeMille.

That, at least was the chronology as DeMille remembered it. But DeMille’s own copy of the play carries the notation “Completed July 6, 09” and notes that it was delivered to Belasco on September 18, 1909.

Whatever the dates, the play was eventually called The Return of Peter Grimm, and it was about a man who comes back after death to observe what his descendants have made of their lives. Belasco rewrote it, keeping the central idea, but changing most of the characters. DeMille’s wealthy, independent paper manufacturer named Martin Best was converted into a gentle, lovable nurseryman named Peter Grimm. Yet DeMille’s original script—titled In the Midst of Life—invents the play’s masterfully dramatic ending: a young boy dies and goes off with the old man to adventures beyond. Belasco added the touch of the old man singing a nursery rhyme the child always loved. Belasco took sole credit as author. When the play opened, with David Warfield in the title role, buried in the small print was the credit “Suggested by Cecil B. DeMille,” which seemed radically unfair, as DeMille created about 60 percent of the play.

In his autobiography, DeMille acknowledged that Belasco was contractually within his rights, and said that “I do not for a moment believe that Belasco deliberately chose to cheat. He was not small. . . . Perhaps it was like the pony he promised me when I was seven or eight years old. Perhaps he just forgot.”

Perhaps, but perhaps not. DeMille was dictating nearly fifty years after the event, and he was never one to admit that anybody had bested him. The play was a great success and a credit on it would have made a big difference in his struggling life in the theater. What made it worse was that a month before The Return of Peter Grimm opened at the Belasco Theatre, DeMille had produced a play called Speed, which closed after thirty-three performances.

The Return of Peter Grimm opened in Boston on January 2, 1911, with a young actor named Thomas Meighan in a supporting part. Some reviews mentioned DeMille, some didn’t. DeMille was outraged at what he clearly regarded as Belasco’s arrogation of his rightful credit. Counting the episode of the pony—and we can be sure that Cecil did—it was the second time Belasco took advantage of him.

DeMille proceeded to take on Belasco in the pages of the newspapers. The New York Times reported a story headlined “Cecil DeMille Charges Belasco Takes Credit Due Him as Author of David Warfield’s Play.” The article said that “Belasco further strengthened that idea [that he was solely responsible] . . . by his curtain speech at the opening in Boston, when he declared that the play was the result of an experience which he asserted that he had on the night of the death of his mother. He averred that on the night that she departed this life in San Francisco, he awakened suddenly in New York and saw his mother standing beside his bed, and that she spoke to him as when in the flesh, bidding him good-bye, and saying she was about to leave for another world. . . . It is no new thing, of course, for Belasco to be charged with irregularities in the matter of claiming credit as author of plays produced by him.”

Beyond the competing claims and counterclaims of two magnificent egotists, what actually happened?

In the contract between Cecil and Belasco, dated September 18, 1909, Cecil is to be paid $2,940 up front, and an additional $5,000 at the rate of $100 a week. By signing the contract, Cecil “sells, assigns, transfers and gives over to Belasco, all his rights, titles and interest of every name, nature and kind in and to the play and . . . expressly sells, assigns, transfers to Belasco, all ideas, inventions, originations, matter and material of every name, nature and kind.” The contract also specifies that the program of said play shall contain the acknowledgment that the initial idea of the play was suggested by Cecil B. DeMille.

Belasco would never have forked over $8,000—a great deal of money in 1909—for a mere idea. Cecil was being paid, and paid well, to ghost a play about a ghost for Belasco. But it was a flat fee, what is called “work for hire,” with no royalties involved. Somewhere along the line—probably when the show became a great hit—Cecil realized he had sold himself and his play far too cheaply.

Belasco was perfectly capable of stealing credit, although in his mind he was simply the godhead through whom all ideas flowed, therefore entitled. Agnes deMille believed that, in spite of his denials of bitterness, Cecil deeply resented Belasco’s piracy for the rest of his life. The evidence bears her out. Cecil’s copy of his original script carries this notation in his hand, documenting what he always believed was Belasco’s perfidy: “This is the first draft of the play I wrote with David Belasco 1908–9–10, later called The Return of Peter Grimm—some of the pages were copied by a secretary, the balance are in my handwriting. Cecil B. deMille, July, 1942.”

As Agnes deMille put it, “He thereafter spent his life proving, first, that he was as smart as his older brother, second, that he was as smart as Belasco, and third, that he was smarter than anyone else.”

DeMille’s eventual revenge would be finely calibrated. Cecil would appropriate Belasco’s image and surroundings—the cathedral-style office complete with vaulted beams, bear rugs on the floor, baronial manner—and transport it wholesale to Hollywood, where he performed the part of the impresario better than Belasco had done it in New York.

Beyond that, Cecil would replicate Belasco’s working methods: “Belasco surrounded himself with a permanent staff, as loyal as they were efficient. . . . Personal loyalty stood high among his values. He was a benevolent despot. He fought the advance of organized labor . . . but he kept his own people on the payroll even when there was nothing for them to do. He confidently expected actors to work for him for less money than other producers would pay them; and the wisest among them did, and profited by it more than the difference in money.”

All exactly replicated by Cecil, as was the efficacy of the carefully calibrated managerial tantrum.

When The Return of Peter Grimm was made into a silent film by Fox in 1926, and later as a Lionel Barrymore vehicle by RKO in 1935, the credit reads “From the Play Written and Produced by David Belasco.” Cecil ground his teeth quietly.
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In March, 1903, Bill married Anna George, the daughter of Henry George, the man to whom Henry deMille had written a fan letter years before. Marrying the daughter of Henry George gave the deMille family a patina of intellectual seriousness to go along with the moral seriousness inculcated by Henry. Bill’s marriage soon produced two daughters: Agnes, born in 1905, and Margaret in 1908.

Bill continued to have success in the theater, although his work hasn’t stood the test of time. “He was a journeyman craftsman,” opined Agnes, “who could tailor a well-made plot . . . and turn out dialogue which acted very well and which was sometimes extremely funny. His work possessed, however, no real distinction or style. He knew his rules: he could hold attention, build suspense, and make a point. That’s a lot, but it doesn’t last.”

Neither did love. Anna deMille was sexually repressed, and it wasn’t long before her husband sought passion elsewhere. Shortly before her death, Anna told her daughter Agnes that her distinction in life lay in having been her father’s daughter, her husband’s wife, and her daughter’s mother—a life so devoted to the service of others that it was essentially self-obliterating.
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In 1911, Mary Pickford made a momentous decision to leave the stage and go into the movies. On July 25, William deMille wrote David Belasco a letter: “Oh, by the way, you remember that little girl, Mary Pickford, who played Betty in The Warrens of Virginia? I met her again a few weeks ago and the poor kid is actually thinking of taking up movie pictures seriously. . . . It does seem a shame. After all, she can’t be more than seventeen and I remember what faith you had in her future . . . and now she’s throwing her whole career in the ashcan and burying herself in a cheap form of amusement. There will never be any real money in those galloping tintypes, and certainly no one can expect them to develop into anything which could . . . be called art. I pleaded with her not [to go into films] . . . but she says she knows what she is doing. So I suppose we’ll have to say goodbye to little Mary Pickford. She’ll never be heard of again, and I feel terribly sorry for her.”

William sounds like a terrible snob, but he was only articulating the conventional wisdom of his time and class. He was also a snob with a sense of irony; he enjoyed telling this story on himself.

Cecil, meanwhile, was barely getting by. In April, he formed a theatrical partnership with one Nathan Spingold for the representation of plays, actors, and writers. A few months later, he signed a deal with the actor Robert Ober to play in something called Baxter’s Partner, for which Cecil contributed four weeks’ labor in exchange for one third of the nonexistent profits. He directed a play called The Marriage-not. He wrote a couple of plays that didn’t get produced, wrote additional dialogue for Mary Roberts Rinehart’s The Water Cure, and worked with Bill on a play called After Five.

If Cecil’s own productions were gasping for air, he was breathing deeply of the theater of this period, which affected him more profoundly than any other dramatic art he would experience. When he was well into middle age, he would respond to a newspaperman’s question about the ten most memorable plays he ever saw. His list, carefully annotated by hand, included Richard Mansfield in Cyrano de Bergerac, William Gillette in Secret Service, Hamlet with Johnston Forbes-Robertson and E. H. Sothern, Gillette again in James M. Barrie’s The Admirable Crichton, Pauline Lord in The Late Christopher Beane, Dustin Farnum and William Faversham in The Squaw Man, Doris Keane in Romance, and (immodestly) David Warfield in The Return of Peter Grimm.

There were other plays and performances he loved—H. B. Warner in Alias Jimmy Valentine, Mrs. Leslie Carter in Zaza, Henry Irving in The Bells, Sothern again in The Prisoner of Zenda, Frank Keenan and Blanche Bates in The Girl of the Golden West. But of all the plays DeMille admired, only two derived from what might be termed the modern American theater that began around World War I: Jeanne Eagels in Rain and Alice Brady in Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra.

It was Henry Irving who made DeMille realize that the most important quality an actor needed—at least a DeMille actor—was authority, and DeMille would cite authority as his reason for hiring talents as varied as Gloria Swanson and Yul Brynner. In a scene in The Bells, Irving was told that a murder his character had committed was about to be solved, and all the actor did was continue to methodically drop coals into a stove, without any show of emotion. That was for the audience to supply.

“A great actor, like a great orator, never gives the impression that he is using all his emotional power,” DeMille would assert. “He gives just enough for what the role or scene demands, but he leaves the audience with the unconscious conviction that he has still more to draw upon, an untapped depth of which he remains the master . . . He should let the audience take up the emotion where he leaves it, and let them carry it the rest of the way.”

In terms of his aesthetics, DeMille would remain his father’s son, a nineteenth-century man of the theater—his greatest strength, as well as his greatest limitation.
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Jesse L. Lasky was atypical for an early movie mogul. For one thing, he was a native Californian; for another, his early life was dotted with success as a vaudeville producer, whereas most of his peers treaded water waiting for movies to be invented.

“In retrospect,” said his daughter Betty, “it’s easy to see that he had the wrong background to succeed in Hollywood as far as financial success. Money didn’t mean anything to him, whereas the others were grasping because of their background. They crawled out of ghettos and when they reached the top they were insecure. ‘Who can I trust? Who’s going to stab me in the back?’ My father trusted everyone, loved everyone. Possessions meant nothing, money meant nothing. If you walked into his office and admired something, he’d say ‘Take it, take it.’”

Jesse Lasky was born in San Francisco in 1880. When his father died before Jesse finished high school, he lied about his age to get into the musicians’ union and got bookings as a cornet player. His fantasy was that he would be discovered by John Philip Sousa, but Sousa never heard of him. Lasky’s other hero was Jack London, so Lasky joined the Alaska gold rush. He came back empty-handed, played his horn in saloons, then in vaudeville in tandem with his sister Blanche, who married a man named Sam Goldfish, later Goldwyn. “She immediately regretted it,” remembered Betty Lasky. “He was not husband material; very argumentative and quarrelsome.”

Lasky segued into producing vaudeville acts, which brought him his first success. He lost his first nest egg—his brother-in-law would remember the loss as $100,000, while others put it at $150,000—with the Folies Bergère, a lavish theater-restaurant on Broadway that charged $2.50 admission, the highest in New York other than the Metropolitan Opera. Cabaret was the rage of Europe, but Lasky was ahead of his time. The Folies Bergère failed in four months in 1911.

Cecil and Lasky met because of Beatrice. Lasky approached her about hiring Bill to write the libretto for an operetta by Robert Hood Bowers called California. Bill being otherwise engaged, Beatrice steered Lasky to her younger son, who was barely keeping the wolf from his family’s door. Technically, Cecil remained his mother’s general manager, although he would say later that “she was the real general.” His business expertise was of little help to his invariably improvident mother, who was usually no more than a month from insolvency.

Lasky knew Cecil by sight and didn’t like his manner, or the way he seemed to stare right through him on the occasions when they met. Lasky thought Beatrice was attempting to help out the brother who wasn’t a success and whom nobody wanted. “Cecil and I surveyed each other seriously,” remembered Lasky. “Much against my better judgment I hemmed and hawed through the story thread of my operetta. But Cecil’s eyes were taking on a glint of insight and I could sense his imagination was filling in the gaps, mentally picturing how he would dramatize it. When I finished, he leaned forward and exclaimed, ‘Say, I like that!’ The minute he said, ‘I like that,’ I liked him. And I’ve never stopped.”

On October 12, 1911, Cecil and Jesse signed a deal to produce California. Cecil received $100 in advance, $100 to stage the play, and $25 for every week the show ran. Cecil and Jesse wrote the book, William LeBaron—later a very successful producer at Paramount—wrote the lyrics, and Blanche Lasky designed the costumes. California showed off the Belasco influence, as the set featured a live orange tree, from which the actors picked fruit.

DeMille and Lasky became close friends, lunching daily at the Claridge Grill, taking vacations together—sans wives and children—in Maine. Cecil wrote and staged a couple of one-act plays for Lasky, who successfully booked them.

“He and Mr. DeMille hit it off right away because they were very much alike,” said Betty Lasky. “They were only a year apart in age, and they seemed to have many similar qualities—they both had an enormous zest for life and they loved to go away on weekends together on hunting trips. They were like blood brothers from the minute they met in 1911. They had everything in common. Unfortunately, my father lacked one strength of DeMille’s: business.”

In May 1912, Lasky hired Cecil to write and stage another Bowers operetta unpromisingly called In the Barracks for a royalty of $40 a week. In September, Lasky hired him to “stage book and production” of The Little Parisienne by William LeBaron for $250 plus $12.50 royalty for each of the first ten weeks played, and $15 a week thereafter.

None of this was enough, because none of these shows ran very long. In April 1912, Cecil had been sufficiently desperate to list himself as co-author of both Strongheart—written by his brother—and The Return of Peter Grimm—Belasco be damned. That same month, Cecil received a letter from an agent letting him down easy: “I sincerely hope the stock royalties you receive this spring will pay the balance due you from us. It is a good play, but apparently the public is not much interested.”

Cecil also authorized one Lillian Buckingham to adapt The Stampede for vaudeville for a royalty of $20 a week “in the small time” and $30 a week “in the big time.” As Lasky remembered, “these mild adventures weren’t enough to satisfy Cecil’s high-spirited nature. . . . I could see that he was getting restless.” He could also see that they were both going broke.

“What should we do now?” asked Lasky rhetorically one day.

“Let’s go down to Mexico and join the revolution,” suggested DeMille, referring to Pancho Villa’s uprising, and in later years both men insisted he was quite serious. Show business, Cecil pointed out, wasn’t really working out. Maybe they needed to take a break; maybe they needed to try something entirely different.

“No,” said Lasky, clinging to the rational. “If you want excitement, let’s go into pictures.”

“All right, let’s,” said Cecil.

“We were in Claridge’s Grill,” DeMille remembered shortly before he died, “and we turned over our bill of fare and started to form a company.” And so what Cecil called “refugees from bankruptcy” began the process of creating show business history.

After lunch, heads still together, Cecil and Jesse walked down 44th Street to the Lambs Club and ran into Dustin Farnum, who had made a hit on Broadway in The Virginian. DeMille and Lasky asked Farnum if he’d like to make a movie. Farnum looked around and spotted Edwin Milton Royle, who had written The Squaw Man, which had been a hit ever since it was first produced in 1905. The play, which starred William Faversham, had spawned a novel, been a successful road show, and came back to Broadway in both 1907 and 1908. Royle, smelling royalties, thought it was a good idea too.

Just like that, they were in business.

Both DeMille’s and Lasky’s accounts of their momentous lunch are fairly synchronous. But according to a self-serving interview Sam Goldwyn gave DeMille’s staff in the mid-1950s, the Lasky and Goldfish families lived together in a large apartment, and it was Sam who nudged his brother-in-law toward the movies. “Jesse was not too interested in my idea and the thing that finally attracted him was the fact that I was going to use his name as President of the company. I told Lasky I would like Cecil (we called him ‘C’) associated with us. . . . We used to play roulette for nickels at Cecil’s or William’s or my house every Saturday night.”

What Sam didn’t mention was that he thought Cecil would be a good man in the firm, but not as a director; for that, he suggested, someone—anyone—with experience. Supposedly, Goldfish made a run at D. W. Griffith, but Griffith wanted to see a good bank balance in the coffers of any company he was going to do business with, and a good bank balance was something none of the proposed partners had.

Terry Ramsaye’s account in A Million and One Nights, written in 1926, adds another Rashomon-like perspective. In Ramsaye’s telling, it was attorney Arthur Friend who was the instigator of the entire affair, talking up movies relentlessly beginning in the spring of 1913, and gradually convincing Sam Goldfish, Blanche Lasky Goldfish, and Jesse of their importance. All this, of course, confirms that success has a million fathers.

The night after the Lambs Club meeting, Jesse Lasky went home and calmly, casually told his wife, “Bess, we are going into the picture business.” She was properly horrified by such a déclassé decision and asked him to repeat what he had just said.

“Yes,” he said. “It’s true.”

“You can’t be serious. Those horrid flickers—I can’t bear them, they hurt my eyes.” Jesse soothed Bess; Cecil was his best friend, and it was what he wanted to do. It had more to do with Cecil than it did with him, Jesse explained. It would be all right; she would see.
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After the first few days of the partnership, reality dawned and there was some confused throat clearing. None of the principals had any experience in the field of motion pictures; in fact, they barely knew what they were talking about. William deMille would later write that Cecil never actually saw a movie until the proposition began to take shape. Cecil stoutly insisted he had seen movies, at least three of them—he specifically recalled The Great Train Robbery, a brief actuality that featured a bullfight, and something about a durbar in India.

Jesse, Sam, and Cecil promptly went together to the nearest nickelodeon. After they came out, Jesse asked Cecil what he thought. “Well, I don’t know anything about pictures,” he said, “but if I can’t do better than that, I ought to be shot at sunrise.”

While Cecil had remained blissfully unaware of the primary competition to his profession—DeMille and his brother obviously regarded themselves as scions of theatrical royalty who didn’t have to bother with the passing fancies of the nickelodeon—the movies were progressing from amusement to something approaching an art form, led by a man named David Wark Griffith and a slew of rivals.

Like Cecil, Griffith had been a predominantly unsuccessful actor and playwright; like Cecil, Griffith went into the movies as a last resort; like Cecil, he was a man who learned very quickly.

The primary difference between the two men was aspirational. Griffith’s writing for the theater consistently attempted vast accomplishment. For Griffith, the goal was to be an artist, or nothing. But Cecil’s work in the theater, like his mentor Belasco’s, was primarily about entertainment, not artistry.

In the beginning, in 1908, Griffith’s pictures for the Biograph Company were only marginally better than the competition, but he immediately grasped film’s plastic nature—the way two pieces of film spliced together could make something greater than the sum of their individual parts. By 1909, while Cecil was still floundering in the theater, Griffith was making the occasional compressed miniature masterpiece, such as A Corner in Wheat, then, moving on through his years at Biograph, The House With Closed Shutters, An Unseen Enemy, The Musketeers of Pig Alley, The Mothering Heart—films that are close to being the equal of the epic features Griffith would begin making in 1914—The Birth of a Nation, Intolerance, etc.

Another contributing factor in Cecil’s sudden interest in the movies was the production of films of Bill’s plays Classmates and Strongheart, both made in the late summer of 1913 by director James Kirkwood, as well as films of Henry deMille and David Belasco’s plays Men and Women and The Wife, that were made that fall. Clearly, there was money to be made in the movies by the deMille clan.

Cecil ran the whole idea past Constance, who had, through more than ten years of marriage, endured an unremitting struggle for solvency.

“Do what you think right and I will be with you,” she replied simply.

No wonder he loved her.

To get an idea of how movies were actually made, Goldfish made an appointment with Thomas Edison and drove down to West Orange, New Jersey, where he found the inventor trying to synchronize sound with motion pictures—an obvious fool’s errand. Edison was nearly deaf by this time, but managed to hear enough of what Goldfish had to say to give permission to have Goldfish’s director watch production at Edison’s studio.

Goldfish told Cecil to go over to the studio on East 188th Street, near Bronx Park, and watch how movies were made. “I thought he would stay there a week or two,” remembered Sam, “but after the first day he called me and said, ‘If that is the way they make pictures I think I will be knighted after one year.’ He never went back there again.”

DeMille remembered what he had observed. “The director called for action. The cameraman cranked. A girl emerged from a hedge, climbed the wall, and ran down the road, looking back in terror from time to time at some unseen pursuer. A man met her, stopped her, and they talked, in pantomime of course, with much emotive gesticulation.”

While Goldfish’s insertion of himself as the central figure of whatever happened to be going on at the time is probably self-serving—both Lasky and DeMille remembered Lasky as far more critical to the alliance—his characterization of DeMille’s imperial self-confidence seems exactly right. DeMille was always a man of acquisitive intelligence; he must have sensed that the movies played to his strengths—drive, a big-picture sensibility, industrial savvy—more than the stage ever could.

The Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company roster included Sam Goldfish to sell movies, Arthur Friend to handle the corporate and legal responsibilities, Jesse as producer, and Cecil as Director-General—whatever that was. Although DeMille always reported that Dustin Farnum turned down 25 percent of the company in lieu of a flat $250 a week salary, Farnum’s contract in fact called for $250 a week and 25 percent of the net profits from the release of The Squaw Man throughout the world.

As far as Bill deMille was concerned, Cecil was committing cultural vandalism. Bill was so reflexively contemptuous of this not-all-that-new medium that he hadn’t bothered to see a one-reel movie adaptation of one of his own plays. Bill remembered that the news that Cecil was going into the movies had the same impact on him that a southern colonel would have felt if his son had announced that he was going to join the Union Army. “The name we bore had been honorably known to the theater for two generations, and now he was going to drag it in the dust of a vulgar, unworthy scheme of coaxing nickels away from poor little children.”

On September 3, 1913, from his summer place at Merriewold Park in New York, William wrote his brother a letter.

I was quite disturbed to get your letter of last week telling me that you, Jesse Lasky, Sam Goldfish and [lawyer] Arthur Friend have formed a company to go into the moving-picture business. I knew, of course, that your last two productions in the theater had divested you of everything except your ambition and personal charm, but I did not suspect that you had reached the point of utter desperation. After all, you do come of a cultured family, two of whose members have made honorable names in the field of drama, and I cannot understand how you are willing to identify yourself with a cheap form of amusement and which no one will ever allude to as art.

I do not blame Jesse so much, as his years in vaudeville have probably made anything else seem attractive; nor do I censure Sam, whose experiences as a high-pressure glove-salesman might easily stimulate a wild desire to bite the thousands of hands which have fed him. Arthur’s work as a lawyer has naturally made him familiar with the depths to which human beings can sink in their desire to acquire wealth, so to his legal mind, teasing nickels and dimes out of the mentally immature by making photographs leap and prance is no doubt a vast improvement on murder or highway robbery.

But you—who were born and raised in the finest traditions of the theater—you who have undoubted dramatic ability and stand more than an even chance of making your name known in all the big cities of the United States—to throw away your future; end your career before it is well started and doom yourself to obscurity if not, indeed, to oblivion, seems to me a step which calls for protest from those who really care about what happens to you . . .

I suppose Mother is heartbroken. This must be a terrible blow to her for I know what hopes she had for you. . . . When you get stranded out there in the West I will send you your railroad fare—as usual.

William signed off “With love (which is akin to pity).”

Few men have so fervently seized an opportunity to make a colossally condescending fool of themselves.

The movie trade papers announced that the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company had contracted for sufficient material to keep the firm busy for three years, and the company would be making a picture a month for the first year. This was nonsense; the company had only enough money to make the first of those pictures and, as a matter of fact, there was a shortfall even there, because Cecil had no money. The company was capitalized at $20,000, but could raise only around $15,000. As Cecil remembered, “Sam put up $5,000, Jesse put up $5,000, Arthur Friend put up $5,000, and I was to put up $5,000, but I didn’t have the $5,000.”

Bill flatly refused to throw $5,000 in the hat. Cecil turned to the only person he knew who might be able to raise money—his mother. Beatrice sold Pamlico, the house in Pompton, for $30,000. Beatrice was encouraging her boy to cast his lot “with the despised and infantile movies,” much as she had encouraged Henry to preach from the stage rather than the pulpit, except this time her encouragement was accompanied by money.

Two very important components of what Cecil brought to the company were the family name and the plays his father had written for Belasco. DeMille’s contract specified that he would obtain the movie rights to the “plays and scenarios . . . controlled by the . . . DeMille Agency and the . . . plays and scenarios owned and controlled by the legal representative of the late Henry C. deMille.”

Between loaning her son the money for his investment and providing Henry’s plays as likely story material, Beatrice was really a silent partner in the firm. In addition to his mother having to underwrite his investment, Cecil was very clearly on probation. He agreed to work “without salary or other compensation of any nature whatsoever until such time as the board of Directors of the said corporation shall, in their absolute judgment, conclude to give to [DeMille] a regular salary for his services.”

This meant that he needed expense money. Cecil took the family silver to Simpson’s on 42nd Street and got either $75 or $175 (his memory wavered on the amount). Either way, it was enough to pay his railroad fare west.

Cecil had one last theatrical project, the play he and Bill had written called After Five, which opened in New York on October 29, 1913, and closed after thirteen performances. That made it official: in the thirteen years since his debut in Hearts Are Trumps, and excluding the disputed The Return of Peter Grimm, Cecil had been involved in thirteen Broadway shows as an actor, writer, director, or producer. One show had run ten months (The Warrens of Virginia), two had run three months (Hearts Are Trumps and 1905’s The Prince Chap), five had run a month, and five had run less than a month.

It was a record of theatrical futility worthy of Max Bialystock. Without touring, work in stock, or loans from Bill—and, undoubtedly, help from Beatrice and Constance’s parents—Cecil, Constance, and Cecilia would likely have starved to death.

It was change or die. As Cecil observed in a November 10, 1913, letter about the theater’s continual state of crisis, “The present conditions, theatrically, are the most unfavorable in the twelve years that I have been associated with them. The pieces that are absolute knock-outs are doing business. Nothing else is. Business on the road is ghastly.” It’s a mark of Cecil’s bumptious nature that problems were always in circumstances, never with himself. His mother had raised a son whose primary personal trademark would be self-confidence, the belief that he would always succeed so long as he kept trying.
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The plot of The Squaw Man concerns a wealthy, educated Englishman pursued by the law. He escapes to the American West, where he falls in love with a young Indian woman who saves his life and takes care of him. She becomes pregnant and they marry. When he is informed he can come back to his inherited wealth, he compromises to the extent of staying with his wife but sending his son to England to be educated. The Indian wife commits suicide, neatly ripping off Madame Butterfly.

There was no way the story could be filmed in the East; the landscapes of New Jersey, which were the setting for early films that required outdoor scenery, were far too woodsy for the necessary contrast between the genteel English settings of the beginning and the rest of the film. DeMille and Lasky set about figuring out a likely location spot.

Then there was the question of a director, someone to back up—or front for—Cecil. William Haddock, who had been working at Eclair and had directed Dustin Farnum, remembered meeting with Jesse, Cecil, and Sam on the night before Thanksgiving 1913. They offered Haddock $300 a week and stock in the company to make the picture. Haddock thought about it for a couple of days but turned them down; scuttlebutt had it that the Lasky company had enough money to make only one movie and would fold immediately thereafter, which would make the stock worthless.

It was at that point that all eyes in the room must have turned to Cecil. Even though his total tutorial in the craft had come from that half day at the Edison studio, “I thought it was very simple.” Of course, from DeMille’s point of view, he had nothing to lose; as he remembered, he “had a proven ability to support myself, my wife and our child on an income of $20 a week or less.” He could always go back to New York and earn $20 a week again. But the partners were not about to give their entire nest egg to a man who had spent a half day behind a movie camera, so they hired a man named Oscar Apfel to co-direct with Cecil.

So it was that five people set out for the West—the perfect place to make a western, or so the thinking went: directors Cecil B. DeMille and Oscar Apfel, cameraman Al Gandolfi, star Dustin Farnum, and the star’s dresser and secretary, Fred Kley. Constance and Cecilia stayed behind in New York—just in case Bill was right, and he had to front Cecil’s return fare to New York, there was no sense paying two and a half fares when it could just as easily be one.

The destination was Flagstaff, Arizona, more or less because Flagstaff, Arizona, sounded western and because Tom Mix was making successful westerns in nearby Prescott. More to the point, the distant location was a way of avoiding the Motion Picture Patents Company, a consortium founded in 1909 that controlled the license to make or sell movies in America. The Patents Company was opposed to feature production, which was yet another reason the Lasky company had to find an exotic location.

Jesse did not know much about movies, but he was certain the future was with feature-length pictures of an hour or more. He had made what he remembered as a systematic survey of the field, noted the lavish new theaters that were being built, and compared the business they were doing with the business being done by the reliable nickelodeons that relied on daily changes of one- and two-reel shorts. If the movies were to triumph, he sensed, they had to snare the middle class as well as the working class. The Lasky company, Jesse decided, would aim for the carriage trade.

General Film—an important component of the Patents Company—warned the Lasky company that even if they made their film, they wouldn’t be able to sell it because there was no one to sell it to but them and they wouldn’t buy it. “I said,” remembered DeMille, “I can make a picture out of this play because I’ve never seen what I want to do on the screen. . . . [Other pictures] were all one or two reels, some three reels. One of the things [General Film] told me was that people wouldn’t stay in a theater that long.”

As the train made its way west, Cecil and Oscar Apfel wrote a rough shooting script. As Cecil described the division of labor, “Apfel knew a great deal about motion pictures, 1913 vintage; I was supposed to know something about dramatic construction.”

DeMille and company appear to have taken the Southern Pacific via New Orleans to Arizona, leaving on or about December 12, 1913. The trip was uneventful until they got to Flagstaff. It was raining. “When we got off the train in Flagstaff,” remembered Cecil, “it was colder than when I left New York.” It also appeared uninteresting—barren and flat. “We looked around and said this doesn’t look like the type of country The Squaw Man was laid in, so we got back on the train and came out to California.”

In later years, DeMille would tell his associate Henry Wilcoxon that bailing out of Flagstaff because it was raining was a publicity story. “Actually, to tell the truth, the terrain was uninteresting and I didn’t like the light. The quality of light was so important, especially in those days. Now film is a great deal faster.”

Cecil wanted a variety of terrain, and there was not enough variety to be had in Flagstaff. As the train began puffing for its leavetaking, Cecil had to make a quick executive decision. He remembered that the end of the line was Los Angeles and that other moviemakers had been working there in a casual manner for years. Cecil had played Los Angeles in his touring days and he knew that the sun shone all the time, there was a variety of beautiful land, from seashores to mountains, and it was even further from the Patents Company than Flagstaff.

As the train pulled away from the Flagstaff station, the members of the Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Company were on it, all but one of them undoubtedly questioning the sanity of their Director-General.
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On the train west, probably around December 17, feeling lonely and, it seems, horny, Cecil sat down and wrote his wife a remarkably honest letter.

Dearest Gretchen,

All day long, in fact ever since the train left western Kansas, I have been looking for a permanent home for us. For in spite of my harem numbering hundreds of the most beautiful women in the land, I love you.

1st because you are you, generous, good, self-sacrificing and lovable in more ways than I have time or space to write.

2nd because you love me, with all the strength and bigness of a big heart a loving nature and a sharp mind. And the next glorious thing to loving is being loved.

3rd well the third shouldn’t be written. It should only be suggested on nights when the moon is wonderfully clear and that strange throb that passes the heart of all living things is felt. Or when it is storming terribly and that cosy feeling of warmth and snugness comes to us sitting before a fire dry and warm. I said it shouldn’t be written, but it occured to me that by writing I can, forever frustrate any intention on your part to publish this letter after I am dead and famous. third then I love your body. I like your cool solid flesh. I like your strong pretty legs. I like the round firmness of your brests. I love the passion in you. I love the thought of your body taught by me for me. I love the thought that it is mine. and never has been nor could be another. I love to have you want me and to show me that you want me. I love the deep look that comes into your eyes, when you are mine this way. I know that no one on earth has ever seen that look, or ever will see it but me. It gives me a barbaric desire to hurt you—(thats when I pull your hair).

I love to feel your body next [to] mine and pressing close, and to hear what you and I only know and to feel a kiss far from the ordinary kiss on my lips. So do we cut the strings of all reserve from all the senses. I believe there is nothing more improper than mentioning these terrible things to ones wife, these little tributes are always kept for the mistress. She alone hears such shameful words.

But what am I to do? I find myself in the unique position of prefering my wife’s body to that of any other woman. Here then is a predicament. I must teach my wife those things which the mistress usually provides. But, shrieks the horrified god of morals, she is a good woman, she is pure, she has no right even to know that such things exist, [to] feel such violent and evil passion.

Then weakly I reply but it is her body I want to feel pressed close to mine. It is her passion I want to feel respond to mine, it is her breath I want to feel warm and quick against my cheek. It is the sound from her lips I want to hear when for a heavenly moment she is transported onto the hights of passion.

You libertine, replies the god of morals, would you so debase your wife. It is for this I have created the mistress. Then I look the god straight in the face and laugh—you two faced idiot I call him. I don’t care what other women feel, it’s what my woman feels that pleases me. Let other men go in to their wives in the dark and steal silently and with hallowed dignity their frigid nights of love and save themselves and their passion for their mistresses. My wifes my mistress and I’ll teach her all a mistress knows. And we’ll have light, liberty and passion with our love. And to our hearts content. And I’ll pull her hair to my hearts content and you can go to the devil with your morality and your mistresses. Horrible gasps the god. I shall hide my face from you forever. You can’t I call as he departs for if you turn your back I see your double face. That little mother is the third way I love you that way that should never be written.
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