

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.”
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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
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