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This book is for my father and mother, Edward and Irma C. Gutner.

It is dedicated to the hundreds of expert craftspeople who worked anonymously behind the scenes at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in order to bring the visions of its art directors to life on the screen.





Whenever someone thinks highly of his own ability as a writer or actor, let him visit any of the sets built for Hollywood productions. He will come away with a somewhat sad conviction that here among the designers, the set dressers, and the builders is exemplified the only honesty Hollywood knows.

—GENE FOWLER,

AMERICAN JOURNALIST, SCREENWRITER, AND DRAMATIST, 1934
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PREFACE



IN 1938 METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER RELEASED A publicity photograph of the man in charge of the company’s art department. Unlike many of the MGM stars who beguiled their public before the still cameras of studio photographers such as George Hurrell and Clarence Sinclair Bull, supervising art director Cedric Gibbons does not look directly into the lens. Nattily attired in an impeccably tailored black suit, Gibbons leans over a set model for Marie Antoinette, one of the studio’s most expensive pictures up to that time, and, lips pursed, scrutinizes a small model of a proposed set. On Gibbons’s leﬅ, unit art director William Horning stands with his hands clasped behind his back, intently watching his boss for signs of disapproval. Sharing space on the table with the carefully craﬅed model are four volumes of reference materials, strategically placed to suggest the painstaking research that went into the set’s design.



While this photo was intended for newspapers and periodicals and not the glossy fan magazines that were instrumental in crafting and maintaining a star’s popularity, it nevertheless goes a long way toward establishing an image both for MGM and its supervising art director. It is an image that, viewed more than eighty years after it was taken, still summons the aura of a man whose panache and rigorous attention to detail gave MGM productions their distinctive, instantly recognizable sheen. And it reverberates, too, with the recognition Gibbons had already received in both architectural journals and the more popular press, and the power that it had conferred upon him: “A portentous star rising on the decorating horizon,” gushed Collier’s in 1933. “There is probably no other designer in Hollywood who has had a longer and wider range of experience than Cedric Gibbons,” wrote Theater Arts Monthly in October 1937.

Ralph Flint, writing in the magazine Creative Art, concurred. “I must refer to him as the dean of the Hollywood art directors,” he wrote. “Cedric Gibbons deserve[s] more than a passing salute, since he is one of the real focal points of the studio.” Flint concluded that next to studio head Louis B. Mayer and Irving Thalberg, executive vice president in charge of production, Gibbons was the most powerful person in the MGM hierarchy. He certainly lasted longer than any other executive at the studio and, as a result, had more of an ongoing and long-term impact on the look of the MGM films than any other single individual in the company’s history. Indeed, his influence and personal taste often cast a wider net, extending beyond the studio’s gates in Culver City and into the editorial boardrooms of magazines such as House and Garden, House Beautiful, and even Harper’s Bazaar and Vogue.

Gibbons was already an art director at the Goldwyn Studios when it merged with the Metro company and Louis B. Mayer Productions and became incorporated as Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in 1924. A year later, Mayer tapped him to become the head of the art department at the new studio, a position Gibbons held for thirty-one years until ill health forced him to retire in 1956. Although he obviously did not personally create the sets
 for all of the films MGM produced during this period, he did have complete control over department personnel, the assignment of tasks, final design decisions, and the attribution of credit.

Nominated for the Academy Award an astonishing thirty-nine times, Gibbons received the Oscar, which he was also credited with designing, for art direction on eleven occasions, for The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1929), The Merry Widow (with Fredric Hope, 1934), Pride and Prejudice (1940, b&w, with Paul Groesse), Blossoms in the Dust (1941, color, with Urie McCleary and Edwin B. Willis), Gaslight (1944, b&w, with William Ferrari, Edwin B. Willis, and Paul Huldschinsky), The Yearling (1946, color, with Paul Groesse and Edwin B. Willis), Little Women (1949, color, with Paul Groesse, Edwin B. Willis, and Jack D. Moore), An American in Paris (1951, color, with Preston Ames, Edwin B. Willis, and F. Keogh Gleason), The Bad and the Beautiful (1952, b&w, with Edward C. Carfagno, Edwin B. Willis, and F. Keogh Gleason), Julius Caesar (1953, b&w, with Edward C. Carfagno, Edwin B. Willis, and Hugh Hunt), and Somebody Up There Likes Me (1956, b&w, with Malcolm Brown, Edwin B. Willis, and F. Keogh Gleason).

The list is striking for the breadth of genres it covers: musicals, melodramas, historical epics, and literary adaptations. But what exactly was the “MGM style,” and how was it articulated in films as disparate in content and mood as, say, The Merry Widow and Gaslight? How did Gibbons go about implementing it through three successive decades? And how much input did he really bestow on the films for which he shared credit with the unit art director assigned to the production? For the 1938 publicity photograph has a dark undertone—one that, to the modern observer, suggests a tyrannical overlord concerned with his own image above all else, who did very little actual work except to review the labor of those who reported to him. It is an image that has superseded many of Gibbons’s accomplishments, as some contemporary assessments describe an aloof supervisor arriving on the lot in his Duesenberg, carefully removing calfskin gloves as he proceeds to his spacious office without a word to anyone on his staff. But this was hardly the case.
 Preston Ames, who arrived at MGM in 1936 and later worked on musicals such as An American in Paris and The Band Wagon (1953), notes simply that “the art department at Metro was what it was because Cedric Gibbons created it.”

What Gibbons created, and was instrumental in building, had its genesis in the physical lot where he had been working since 1918; for when the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer merger transpired, the new studio took over the Goldwyn lot in Culver City. D. W. Griffith, Mack Sennett, and Thomas H. Ince had actually built it when they formed the Triangle Film Corporation in 1915, and Goldwyn had taken it over three years later.

This main lot, later known simply as Lot 1, was like a city within a city, with its own police and fire departments, telegraph and post office, water tower and well. At the west end of the property, a large concrete tank was built and used for underwater scenes and for the special effects needed in such sea pictures as Mutiny on the Bounty (1935) and Captains Courageous (1937). On the forty acres that surrounded this tank, Gibbons and his art directors built the first large outdoor sets at MGM—a harbor community used in Anna Christie (1930) and Tugboat Annie (1932) and a large Indonesian waterfront village for Red Dust (1932).

In 1935–36 Gibbons supervised a major expansion of the backlot, which would eventually cover close to 187 acres by the early 1940s. On one hundred of those acres, in what later became known as Lots 2 and 3, Gibbons and his associates constructed the villages, towns, streets, squares, and edifices that later appeared in hundreds of films, and whose mixed architecture stood in for army camps and waterfront docks, modern-day Manhattan and Dickensian London, ancient China and eighteenth-century France.

One of the first realized outdoor sets was “Small Town Square,” built by Gibbons and William Horning for Fritz Lang’s first American film, Fury, in 1936. Although part of the set was burned for a climactic scene in the film, its malt shop, dry-goods store, court-house, and park were later restored. Throughout the late 1930s and continuing into the 1950s, Judy Garland, Ann Miller, June Allyson, and Eleanor and Jane Powell usually  skipped off to the Great White Way from this small-town re-creation in films such as Presenting Lily Mars (1943) and Cynthia (1947). Literally warbling “Take Me to Broadway,” Bobby Van transforms into a human pogo stick and covers the length of the entire set for a number in Small Town Girl (1953). The smoky evacuation scenes in Raintree County (1956) were filmed here, and, as late as 1962, artificial snow covered the street for the film version of Tennessee Williams’s Period of Adjustment. In 1944, directly behind this square, Gibbons and associate art director Lemuel Ayres designed a set for Vincente Minnelli’s Meet Me in St. Louis that would later become known as “St. Louis Street.” A good block long, the curving avenue contained eight three-story Victorian mansions and was used again and again for more than twenty years, redressed and even rented by other studios for such films as All Fall Down (1961) and Summer and Smoke (1962).

The focal point of the MGM backlot, however, was to be found on three outdoor sets, all of which were built just before or during the 1935–36 expansion. “Wimpole Street” was built for the 1934 film version of the Rudolf Besier play The Barretts of Wimpole Street, which starred Norma Shearer and Fredric March. It consisted of two sides of a nineteenth-century British square, gaslit with four-story, garret-topped buildings fronting on a park enclosed by a high wrought iron fence. It was later used for brooding night scenes in both Gaslight and The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945) and was still in use in the 1960s when Minnelli shot scenes here for The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. “Water-front Street” was originally built for A Tale of Two Cities in 1935. Its French heritage enabled it to be used prominently in such films as Madame Bovary (1949), An American in Paris, The Last Time I Saw Paris (1954), and Les Girls (1959).

Encompassing these two sets were three other distinctive areas known as “Brownstone Street,” “Fifth Avenue,” and “Eastside Street.” These were among the oldest standing sets at MGM, and over time alleys were cut through the various sections so that the buildings of one street were joined to the others. This created a large area that covered approximately ten acres, and it could be used to represent almost any kind of urban



[image: “Wimpole Street” was constructed for the 1934 version of The Barretts of Wimpole Street. Ten years later, one of the townhome fronts on this nineteenth-century British square would serve as Ingrid Bergman’s home in Gaslight.]
“Wimpole Street” was constructed for the 1934 version of The Barretts of Wimpole Street. Ten years later, one of the townhome fronts on this nineteenth-century British square would serve as Ingrid Bergman’s home in Gaslight.




environment. The entire area was rigged with a network of fifty-foot catwalks that allowed a whole street, or a section of it, to be enclosed in canvas for shooting night scenes during the day. Margaret O’Brien got lost on these streets in Journey for Margaret (1942). Joan Crawford trudged home to her tenement apartment here in Our Blushing Brides (1930) and Mannequin (1938). Clark Gable and Jean Harlow reported for work in Wife vs.
 Secretary (1936). And many heroines trod its pavements after leaving Small Town Square for the big city. It stood in for Broadway in the Broadway Melody series, Chicago in In the Good Old Summertime (1949), and even for Hollywood itself. Gene Kelly danced and sang down one of its rain-washed streets in Singin’ in the Rain (1953).



[image: “Eastside Street,” one of the oldest standing sets at MGM, was built to represent any major urban area. It is seen here soon aﬅer it was completed in 1936. In 1952, Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen would stage Kelly’s iconic Singin’ in the Rain number here.]
“Eastside Street,” one of the oldest standing sets at MGM, was built to represent any major urban area. It is seen here soon aﬅer it was completed in 1936. In 1952, Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen would stage Kelly’s iconic Singin’ in the Rain number here.




In its lighthearted way Singin’ in the Rain captured some of the panic that had swept through MGM and all the other studios at the dawn of the sound era in 1928. Early in that landmark musical, Kelly and Donald O’Connor walk through a facsimile of one of the glass stages used during the silent era, with seven or eight films in production under one
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 Two aerial photographs of MGM’s Lot 2, taken in the late 1930s.




roof, often side by side. These glass stages would soon give way to more than twenty-five sound stages by the end of the 1930s, four of them built in an orgy of construction during a three-month period from August to October 1928. As Scott Eyman wrote, “Grass was ripped up, magnolias and willow trees chopped down. Where there had been flowers, there was now asphalt. A sylvan atmosphere was converted into something industrial.” In short, a factory was born. Stage 6, the tallest sound stage in the world for decades, contained a proscenium arch for staging theatrical extravaganzas on the order of Dancing Lady (1933), The Great Ziegfeld (1936), Ziegfeld Girl (1941), and Broadway Melody of 1940. Stage 15 was, until the 1960s, the largest sound stage in the world, covering an area of 41,985 square feet with a ceiling height of forty feet.

Within these sound stages, Gibbons and his collaborators devised and constructed many interior sets that, particularly in the 1930s and early ’40s, became a testing ground for experiments in modern architecture and interior design. Inspired by the work of Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus masters, as well as the 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes in Paris and Frank Lloyd Wright’s experiments with open planning, Gibbons championed the notion that movie décor should move beyond the commercial framework of the popular cinema: “If imagination is permitted to soar in contemporary settings,” he wrote in 1929, “we may look for a setting which in itself will be as completely modern as is modern painting and sculpture.”

Liberated from the constraints that an architectural firm might encounter, such as specific sites, the laws of nature, a dwindling post-1929 economy, and the tastes of individual clients, Gibbons’s preoccupation with geometrical form and movement within a set began as early as 1927, in films such as London after Midnight and The Masks of the Devil, and became fully evident a year later in Our Dancing Daughters and its sequel, Our Modern Maidens (1929). Abetted by such talented designers as Alexander Toluboff, Merrill Pye, and Richard Day, Gibbons used the narrative momentum of commercial film
 to propel and help “sell” the idea of modernism to a public and popular press that was still somewhat intransigent in its taste.

His success can be measured in the editorial boardrooms of publications such as Harper’s Bazaar. In 1928, before the release of Our Dancing Daughters, the magazine published the article “A Day in a Modern Apartment,” offering a lighthearted look at the supposed travails of living amid modern décor: “Why, in some houses you can actually tell which [sic] is the bed. That is another old-fashioned idea. It’s much more amusing to guess what each piece of furniture is.” Later that year, the magazine’s editors were lamenting that “few [houses] are inhabited by individuals who feel that their homes should be as asymmetrical, efficient, and beautiful as the motors they ride in, the ships they sail in. May their numbers increase.”

Increase they did, as throughout the 1930s and into the 1940s, the MGM art department received literally thousands of letters asking for floor plans as well as photographs of Norma Shearer’s country house and city apartment in The Women (1939) or Joan Crawford’s writer’s retreat in When Ladies Meet (1941), just as the costume department received requests for the costumes these actresses wore in their films. “A set,” Gibbons wrote in the early 1930s, “can of itself tell a whole story. To design it, one must study the characters in the play, and try to personify them in their settings. Then one must examine the dramatic action and see that no detail in the set might catch the eye and detract from the story. The ideal setting so perfectly blends itself with the action of the drama that one enhances the other.”

The slogan of the art department at MGM was “You write it, we will make it for you.” And when in 1938 Cedric Gibbons was asked by author Stephen Watts to define just what the significance of an art director is in a film studio, he jokingly replied that he is the man “who makes everyone’s dreams come true.”

George Cukor, a film director who made excellent use of the MGM art department’s vast resources for decades and who later worked outside the studio system, would probably
 have agreed with Gibbons, although he saw the benefits of both methods. “You’re on your own [today], which in a sense is a very good thing. You have to fend for yourself. Some of that can be very stimulating. But I’ll tell you what is sad. The studios had the most wonderful technicians. They created seventy-five years of absolute technical perfection. Well, these people have retired and died. I’m sure there are all kinds of new ones, but the studio people were of a dazzling brilliance. Also, they had something in their spirit which was wonderful. They had a stake in the picture; they wanted the picture to be right; and they were with you all the time.”

Making dreams come true.



CHAPTER ONE

THE BUILDER’S SON


THIS IS THE WEST, SIR,” A REPORTER TELLS JIMMY Stewart near the end of John Ford’s western The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

Shortly aﬅer the end of World War I, when Cedric Gibbons arrived in Los Angeles, Southern California was about as far west as you could go. And Gibbons’s own legend was just beginning to evolve. He would husband it assiduously throughout the 1930s and ’40s. Each morning the process would begin anew when his secretary at MGM, Norma Jean Wright, brought in his mail along with the Los Angeles newspapers. Scanning the trades first, Gibbons would then read the gossip columns, in particular those that appeared in the Los Angeles Times and the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner. The Times was the home base for Jimmie Fidler, whose column “Jimmie Fidler in Hollywood” was also syndicated in 187 other newspapers across the country. In 1941 Errol Flynn had accosted the gossip columnist at the Mocambo nightclub on Sunset Boulevard and struck him for, in his words, “telling too many lies about the motion picture business.” And on June 21, 1941, a small item in Jimmie Fidler’s column caught Cedric Gibbons’s eye: “Pat Dane asking Slapsy Maxie’s band to play a Hawaiian war chant, while boyfriend Cedric Gibbons, not long back from Honolulu, demonstrates a native dance.”




[image: Cedric Gibbons in 1910, two years before he enrolled in the Art Students League.]
Cedric Gibbons in 1910, two years before he enrolled in the Art Students League.



Slapsy Maxie’s was a nightclub where a certain stratum of Hollywood society flirted with the underworld. Prizefighter-turned-character actor Max Rosenbloom was the front man and ostensible owner of the establishment, but most people knew that mobster Mickey Cohen held the purse strings. That this brief item in a Hollywood gossip column may or may not have been fabricated—or was at the very least a gross exaggeration of what actually took place—was not important. It did not fit the image Gibbons wanted to polish and protect, and he responded immediately in a letter written the same day the story appeared:


Dear Jimmy [sic] Fidler,

Fun’s fun, but for the love of God will you have a little respect for my gray hairs and years—and grant me just a small amount of decorum?

I write you this because in the first place I have never been to Slapsy Maxie’s, nor do I know any Hawaiian dances—or any other kind of dances. And in the second place, to be quite honest and sincere, it makes me very unhappy to be made to appear ridiculous. I would hate to think that was your intention. I would be grateful if you could set the record straight.



Fidler did make amends, and Gibbons responded by telling Fidler that perhaps he overreacted, melodramatically despairing that he must be losing his sense of humor. But “setting the record straight” was of prime importance to Cedric Gibbons, although in some respects it was a record he had edited and created for himself out of whole cloth. Official MGM biographies of their supervisory art director (more than one was made public over the course of his thirty-two-year career at the studio) effortlessly blended selected facts and half-truths that were interwoven with outright fiction, each version slightly altered and blurred to keep pace with the tempo of the times in which it was released.

The popular press used the information in these press releases as signposts, disseminating “facts” to the public that would inform and lend authority to Gibbons’s designs for the studio. “He studied painting in his youth,” wrote R. R. Crisler in the February 6, 1938, edition of the New York Times, “but absorbed architecture from association with his father and grandfather, who were both architects (his grandfather finished St. Patrick’s Cathedral). He has grown up with the motion picture industry, beginning in 1912 at the Edison Studio, where he designed sets for Mrs. Patrick Campbell and Mrs. Leslie Carter.”

Five years earlier, in Collier’s, Betty Thornley Stuart, in an overview of motion picture set design from its earliest days to the present, compared Gibbons’s arrival on the Hollywood scene to a cosmic event, calling him “a star that had first seen the light in Dublin in 1893. Its name in the flesh is Cedric Gibbons. Having traveled in England and France, Italy and Germany to study art, costumes, furniture and decorations, the future luminary decided to become a painter and came to New York in 1912. Almost at once the movies caught his attention. His enthusiasm for reform was such that he pulled off a job as art director for the old Thomas Edison Studio at Bedford Park, New York, went from there to the Goldwyn Organization, and moved with the firm to California.”

Scan the internet and you will still see bits and pieces of these articles and press releases, distilled and perpetuated across the decades like specks of memory from a press agent’s dream and accepted by many as fact. In reality, however, while Gibbons did work at the Edison Studios located at 199th Street and Oliver Place in Bronx, New York, he worked primarily as a set dresser and as an assistant to art director Hugo Ballin, and he couldn’t have designed sets for Mrs. Patrick Campbell and Mrs. Carter. Campbell made six films, the first in 1920, two years after the Edison Studios had closed its doors. Mrs. Carter made three silent films between 1915 and 1916, produced respectively by the George Kleine Company, Tiffany Productions, and a film company in Great Britain. But Mrs. Carter, known as the “American Sarah Bernhardt,” had passed away in November 1937, so when the Times article appeared early in 1938, her name was fresh in the public’s collective imagination. Declaring that the young Cedric Gibbons had designed sets for these two legendary theatrical figures gave his own evolving legend distinction, dramatic effect, and a certain gravitas.

A fair number of sources other than Collier’s still claim that Gibbons was born in Dublin. In fact, Cedric Gibbons was born at 76 Rush Street in Brooklyn, New York, on March 22, 1890. He was baptized soon afterward at the Church of St. Peter and Paul, in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, by Reverend Sylvester Malone. His birth certificate read “Austin Cedric Gibbons,” but from a very young age his parents called him “Cedric,” in all likelihood to distinguish him from his father. And the real story of his youth is, in actual fact, more remarkable than any Hollywood press agent’s puffery.

Gibbons’s father, Austin Patrick Gibbons, was born in Liverpool, England, of Irish parents, on August 31, 1866. When he was three years old, Austin moved to the United States with his parents, Patrick and Mary Kerrigan Gibbons. The Gibbons family emigrated at the tail end of an Irish diaspora initiated by the catastrophic potato famine that had caused rampant starvation in Ireland. Like many immigrant groups before them, the Irish faced daunting problems when they landed in New York City. Perhaps the most crippling was a glaring lack of employable skills. The majority of these immigrants were itinerant farmers escaping a calamitous natural disaster. Patrick Gibbons would have faced a bleak employment picture and an unwelcoming populace if not for one thing in his favor: he was not a farmer but a builder, plying his trade in Liverpool. Gibbons had heard stories about the building boom in America that had attended the end of the Civil War. He was certain that a fresh start in New York City would enable him to provide for his family in a manner that would never have been possible in Liverpool.

The odds, however, were against him. Employers in the United States, throughout the mid- and late nineteenth century, often advertised with “No Irish Need Apply” signs. Irish women, when they were able to find work, almost always labored as domestics and scullery maids. They were stereotyped in the popular press and in the public’s mind as “Biddies,” short for Bridget, a popular Irish girl’s name. In 1854 the Chicago Post had editorialized, “The Irish fill our prisons, our poor houses. Scratch a convict or a pauper, and the chances are that you tickle the skin of an Irish Catholic. Putting them on a boat and sending them home would end crime in this country.”

But Patrick Gibbons was not about to be sent home. Before departing he had contacted cousins already in New York and had arranged living quarters for his wife and young son on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. And there was one other factor in his favor that he hoped would turn the ironic phrase “luck of the Irish” on its head. The cornerstone of the new St. Patrick’s Cathedral had been laid on the site of the old Saint John’s Church on August 15, 1858. It was a mammoth building project. The boundaries of the church would extend from Fifth to Madison Avenues and Fiftieth to Fifty-First Streets. Construction of the new cathedral had progressed rapidly until it was interrupted by the Civil War and the need for additional funding. The work accelerated in 1868 and lasted through the 1870s, until the cathedral was completed in 1878. Patrick Gibbons was just one of many builders hired to help complete the Gothic structure. He started work just a few short weeks after his arrival in the spring of 1869. He was not, however, employed as an architect. Patrick Gibbons labored in construction his entire life.

Homeschooled by his mother Mary, Austin Gibbons later recalled visiting construction sites with his father and eventually accompanying him to work as a trainee on a wide variety of different construction jobs when he reached his teens. In 1889 he married Veronica Fitzpatrick, when he was twenty-six and she was barely seventeen. On their marriage certificate, Austin listed his occupation as “builder.”

Cedric was their first child, soon followed by Veronica Gibbons, named for her mother, on October 24, 1892, and Eliot Shaw Gibbons, their third and last child, on October 4, 1894. All three children were born at 76 Rush Street, the home of their maternal grandparents, Charles and Anna Fitzpatrick. Since their marriage, Austin and his wife had lived with her parents. The house on Rush Street was located only blocks from the Wallabout Channel, site of the US Navy Yard. In 1890 the ill-fated USS Maine was launched from the Yard.

Along with his brother and sister, young Cedric was homeschooled by his mother, just as his father had been. Before the birth of her firstborn, Veronica had worked as a biddy in Brooklyn Heights in order to augment her husband’s income. Austin moved from job to job, like his father Patrick, and the prospect of unemployment for prolonged lengths of time was always an unforeseen and unwelcome possibility. Veronica was a warm and nurturing presence in the household, and while she was happy over the prospect of spending more time with her children, the loss of income meant that Austin and his wife had to continue living with her parents for the foreseeable future.

Austin naturally assumed that both of his sons would follow him into the construction trade, and when Cedric was still a boy, he began accompanying his father to building sites. Construction was one of Brooklyn’s burgeoning industries, and during Cedric’s childhood, the last decade of the nineteenth century, the rural character of Brooklyn began to vanish quickly. In 1898, eight years after his birth, it joined four other boroughs (Queens, Manhattan, the Bronx, and Staten Island) to become the city of Greater New York. A series of transportation improvements followed, culminating with the opening of the first subway line tunneled under the East River in 1908. It had been preceded years earlier by the openings of both the Williamsburg Bridge and the Manhattan Bridge. By the time Cedric entered his early teens, Brooklyn had evolved into one of the leading producers of manufactured goods in the nation, and the areas located at the base of each of the new bridges bustled with gas refineries, slaughterhouses, ironworks, sweatshops, and factories that produced everything from clocks to cigars. The excitement in the area was palpable.

Further inland, architects such as Rudolf Daus, John Glover, and Frank Helmle were quickly changing the face of the new borough. The Brooklyn Armory, on Hansen Place, began to rise on April 18, 1891, with a formal ceremony that included a parade. On September 14, 1895, the P. J. Carlin construction company broke ground for the west wing of the Brooklyn Museum. The previous year, Daus’s enlargement of the Brooklyn Hall of Records Building had debuted with much fanfare. Austin Gibbons worked on the construction of both the armory and the museum, and many years later Cedric recalled how magical it was to see a building rise from a hole in the ground, transforming everything around it, altering the very complexion of the neighborhood in which it was built. At a very early age, he became acutely aware of the power of architecture.

In the interviews Gibbons granted during his long tenure at MGM, he mostly avoided talking about his formative years or any formal training he had received. He did maintain that he learned the principles of architecture by working as an apprentice at his father’s office. Yet he was never quoted directly, and he never expounded to any journalist on the kinds of projects his father worked on and precisely what he had learned while working at his firm. He simply never disputed or tried to rectify what was dispersed as a fact in his studio biography. And sometime after 1900, Austin Gibbons did open his own office, in a small, seven-story structure on West Twenty-Second Street in Manhattan. It stood in the shadow of the soon-to-be completed Flatiron building.

Gibbons’s firm was, in essence, what most people today would consider a contracting business. It could not conceivably compete with firms such as McKim, Mead and White, D. H. Burnham and Company, and Wentworth and Goodhue, whose designs were transforming the New York skyline. But the five boroughs that made up New York City also needed new, modest homes and garages built in response to the growing immigrant work-force and population. Also, remodeling both the exteriors and interiors of private homes was a popular project for many people at this time. By the late 1890s it became more common for middle-class homes to have electricity, telephones, and indoor plumbing. As an experienced builder, these were projects at which the elder Gibbons excelled.

It spoke to Gibbons’s success in the field that when his eldest son was seventeen, the office moved to a larger space on Madison Avenue between Fifty-Eighth and Fifty-Ninth Streets. The site now abounds with luxury retailers whose brand names are known across the globe, but at the turn of the twentieth century the neighborhood was still home to a number of middle-class families, and Yorkville, with its large German and Irish immigrant populations, was not very far uptown. With the success of his business, Austin Gibbons was able to move his family out of his parents-in-law’s home and into their own row house on Hooper Street in Brooklyn, about three blocks southwest of the house on Rush Street. It was a source of pride for Austin that he was finally able to support his family through his own endeavors, and a culmination of the dream his father Patrick carried with him when he first set foot on American soil.

Working in a firm responsible for the day-to-day supervision of a construction site and the management of vendors and tradespeople offered young Cedric an unparalleled opportunity—the chance to learn all the diverse aspects of the trade as opposed to concentrating, and ultimately specializing in, one specific facet of the operation. He would have started as an apprentice draftsman, working to generate detailed drawings of a structure or renovation project in order to ensure that all parts of the work under construction matched the builder’s or architect’s specifications.

Architectural drafters have to create drawings that are very precise and easy to understand, as an error in the drawing will be reflected in the finished product. There has to be a clearcut understanding of the building’s elevation, its measurements, and the overall layout. Long before software programs and architectural CAD images were available, Cedric learned to create architectural drawings according to a set of specific conventions that included particular views (floor plan, section, elevation), units of measurement and scales, and annotation and cross-referencing. He also became familiar with how space could be employed in various and, sometimes, unusual ways. The knowledge and skill Gibbons acquired during this period was invaluable in later years when planning and arranging the environment of a motion picture set and assessing and critiquing the work of the art directors he employed at MGM.

Unfortunately, however, his apprenticeship did not last long. The entire Gibbons household was thrown into turmoil when, on April 15, 1910, Cedric’s mother Veronica died suddenly after a short illness. The cause was renal failure brought about by acute nephritis due to a kidney stone infection. She was thirty-eight years old.

Cedric was extremely close to Veronica. Due to the fact that he had been homes-chooled, Cedric had few childhood friends other than his siblings and the other members of his immediate family. Even though he had just turned twenty when Veronica passed and was no longer a child, it was a severe blow. What transpired afterward was very nearly unbearable. Overwhelmed by grief and incapable of dealing with his loss, Austin Gibbons left his children emotionally, and just months after his wife’s death he deserted the family. Like a character in a Dickens novel felled by fate and ill fortune, Cedric’s life and career possibilities were upended, and he was left with the responsibility of caring for his two younger siblings along with grandparents who were now well along in years. His situation was a far cry from the web of fantasy spun by MGM publicity. There were no private tutors and no trips to Europe to study “art, costumes, furniture and decorations,” as reported in Collier’s. His father’s business was sold to pay back taxes, and the three Gibbons children moved back with their maternal grandparent, who still lived in the house on Rush Street.

In a strange coda to this story, Cedric’s father suddenly reappeared in his children’s lives in 1928. He was living in Chicago at 76 East Elm Street under the name Robert Errol. Why he changed his name remains unclear, but it may have been to escape his creditors. The younger Gibbons sent his father money from time to time, and one of his letters suggests that he may not have been entirely out of touch with his children from the moment he left them. In a letter dated January 17, 1929, and sent to Gibbons in care of MGM, Errol wrote to his oldest son, “If you have any recent photos of yourself, Cunning (Veronica) and Eliot, I should like to have them. I have one of Cunning when she was married and some of Eliot when he was about fourteen years old but none since and am naturally curious to see how he looks now.” In this same letter, he tells Cedric that he has applied for a patent on a fireproof metal window that obviates the necessity of a man donning a harness in order to clean the outskirts of a sash. He closes the letter by telling Cedric, “Wouldn’t it be ironic if at the later [sic] end of my day I really hit upon something that put me on easy street?”
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