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PREFACE

What does Warner Bros. see in the hundred-year road from the shiny white studio on Sunset Boulevard? How does it feel to look back on a century? There’s a great deal to see. Four brothers from Ohio started a film company. Their first star was a dog. Their next star was Broadway’s greatest actor. They climbed to the top of the industry with the technology of sound, but they lost a brother in the process. They not only survived the Great Depression but also thrived by making musicals such as Footlight Parade. Their studio was the home of unique stars: Joan Blondell, James Cagney, Kay Francis, Edward G. Robinson, Bette Davis, Humphrey Bogart, Paul Muni. Theirs was the only studio to blow the whistle on fascism. They boosted morale during World War II with films such as Casablanca. In the 1950s, after adapting to 3-D, widescreen, and stereo, Warner Bros. was one of the first Hollywood studios to enter television production.

After the brothers relinquished control of the company, its new owners continued to lead the industry. In the 1970s, it became Warner Communications and encouraged young directors to make Mean Streets and The Exorcist. In the 1980s the company became a diversified subsidiary and moved into cable television, video games, comic books, and music. Its film output was distinguished, but it learned from the 1989 Batman what merchandising could do for a film—and vice versa.

In 1990, Warner Communications merged with Time Inc. to form Time Warner Inc., the largest media and entertainment corporation in the world. Warner Bros. was just one element of Time Warner’s portfolio. Warner Bros. studio releases of the ’90s included The Fugitive, Twister (co-produced with Universal), and The Matrix.

Then came the new millennium. How did the old company perform? Thanks to the Harry Potter franchise—one of the new “global entertainment machines”—Warner Bros. did its part to sustain the preeminence of the parent company, while delivering several hits a year with films like Million Dollar Baby, the result of a decades-long partnership with Clint Eastwood. Managing the intellectual properties that generate blockbuster franchises, Warner Bros. has topped other studios by earning $1 billion at the domestic box office almost every year since 2000.

Warner Bros. started as a family business. This book could be the family album. When you turn the pages of a family album, you see highlights. You’re reminded of times, places, and people. Entries under snapshots take you back to another time. In this book, each chapter opens with a decade-long overview of studio business and industry trends, plus descriptions of important releases; then comes a collection of photos, illuminating highlights year by year. It’s a record of extraordinary entertainment history, a panoply of the greatest names, faces, and talents in Hollywood lore. This is an album to peruse, share, and cherish. Films made by Warner Bros., from whatever era, have endeared themselves to the world. It’s important to have them bound between the covers of a book so we can see the breadth and depth of the Warner achievement, the Warner artistry, the Warner story—a story that began not in Hollywood, or even in Youngstown, Ohio, but in a ghetto in Eastern Europe.

 

The Warner Bros. saga began in 1876 in Krasnosielc, Poland, which was then part of the Russian Empire. This was a community of Jews. They wanted to own property and build businesses. They could do neither. Instead, they were threatened by marauding Cossacks who came on horseback to whip Jewish men and rape their women. In this charged atmosphere, a young man named Benjamin Wonsal fell in love with a girl named Pearl Eichelbaum. They were both nineteen. They married and began a family. A daughter, Cecillia, was born in 1877. A son, Hirsz (later Harry), was born in 1881. Aaron (later Albert or Abe) was born in 1883. Schmul (later Sam) was born in 1886. Reisel (later Rose) was born in 1888. Cecillia died in infancy because medical care was unavailable. Life in Russia was grim.

In January 1888, Benjamin Wonsal said goodbye to his wife and children and sailed for America. Pearl had sewn a gold watch—a family heirloom—into his coat. Once in America, Benjamin changed the family name to Warner.

Benjamin Warner worked in Baltimore as a cobbler until he had enough money to send for Pearl and the children. They sailed for America in late 1889. After the Warner family settled in Baltimore, more children came; there would be twelve in all, although two more died in infancy. When Harry was old enough to cross streets, he sold newspapers to help feed the family.

In 1890 Benjamin moved his family to Bluefield, West Virginia, and opened a general store to sell goods to a railroad construction company. Just as he was getting established, the railroad company was transferred to Roanoke, Virginia. The Warners could not follow this company all over the country, so Benjamin closed his store and took his family to Detroit and then to London, Ontario, where he invested all his capital in a fur venture—and promptly lost it to a swindler. This was in 1892, the year Jacob (later Jack) was born. Benjamin was tough, and he was enterprising, so he collected scrap iron and brass, and he traded with fur trappers.

The family next moved to Lynchburg, Virginia, where Benjamin opened a shoe repair shop. By this time, Harry was fourteen and aware of the William McKinley presidential campaign. Harry traveled two days in a freight car, sleeping on straw-covered floors, to get to Canton, Ohio, where he planned to offer on-the-spot shoe repair to the crowds who would come for McKinley’s speeches. He found no takers, but the steel-factory town of Youngstown, Ohio, looked promising. He found takers there; in fact, they were so receptive that he sent for Benjamin. “Shoes Repaired While You Wait” became the first successful Warner business.

Eighteen-hour days were the norm, and Benjamin’s tasks were shared by the growing boys. He reminded his sons to work as a team and to show loyalty and respect for one another. This became a family theme, one that was repeated with each new venture. Unanimity was not a virtue; it was the virtue. Quoting the Alexandre Dumas book The Three Musketeers, he said, “All for one, one for all.” This was the family’s guiding principle. As the boys labored with their father, each began to develop his own traits. Albert took charge and managed financial aspects of the business. Harry was adept at persuading and selling. Sam was mechanically minded. Jack was imaginative and loved to get up in front of an audience.

By 1898, the three oldest boys were running a bicycle shop. In a few more years, Sam introduced ice cream cones to Youngstown, while boy soprano Jack sang to audiences at the Dome Theatre. In 1903, the three oldest boys, now young men, hit the road. Harry sold cider vinegar and worked in Kauffman’s Department Store in Pittsburgh. Albert sold soap for Swift & Company. Sam became a fireman on the Erie Railroad. Then something happened.

Sam was doing repair work one day when he was asked to look over a shiny, odd-looking box, an Edison Kinetoscope. Once he learned how to operate this “moving-picture projecting machine,” he was hooked. Beyond the mechanical interaction of gears and belts, sprockets and cellulose nitrate, there was a mysterious element. Something touched his emotions. He began working as a projectionist for $8 a week. He saw that a film could be purchased with a projector, plus posters and lantern slides of songs. The film was Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery. Sam was excited. For just $150, he could buy into the movie exhibition business. Benjamin cautioned Sam not to move too fast. Sam brought the machine to the family kitchen and gave a show. The mysterious element affected the family, too. They were enthralled. Then and there, Benjamin decided to underwrite Sam’s venture. The next day, Benjamin pawned the family’s treasured gold watch.

After a year of barnstorming towns with projector and film, Sam and Albert converted a store in New Castle, Pennsylvania, into a theater. The Cascade had ninety-nine folding chairs, borrowed from a funeral parlor. As usual, the entire family pitched in. Jack sang songs projected onto the screen from lantern slides, while sister Rose played the piano, after first selling out the house at the ticket booth. Albert kept the books. Harry, who was still working in Pittsburgh, ordered films from exchanges, paying $15 a reel, plus a $100 deposit. After a while, it was time to move into film distribution.

Harry’s uncle-in-law bought a trunk full of films from New York, and the Warners established a film exchange. A $400 cache of films became the rental library of their exchange, quickly registered as the Duquesne Amusement Supply Co., Inc. Because renting film was as profitable as exhibiting it, the Warners were soon running exchanges in Norfolk, Virginia, and Baltimore. They were beginning to feel prosperous when a bogeyman appeared.

Thomas A. Edison, the nominal inventor of the motion picture camera, formed the Motion Picture Patents Company, and, if a film company insisted on using equipment that had not been patented by Edison’s so-called Trust, he enforced his domain by wrecking the equipment and beating the “outlaw” filmmakers. The Trust distributed through a subsidiary, General Film, and it didn’t need competition from Duquesne. The Warner boys were threatened, then roughed up. In 1910, they had no choice but to relinquish their license. They briefly tried running an “independent” exchange, but that fooled no one. They had been chased out of the moving-picture business.

The brothers licked their wounds and surveyed the landscape. Carl Laemmle was gathering support for his Independent Moving Picture Company (IMP), which sought to challenge the Trust. By 1912 IMP had taken its case to the Supreme Court, and it looked as if the Edison Trust would be ruled illegal. The Warner boys saw their opening. In August 1912 they put capital into a new venture—the Warner’s Feature Play Company—collaborating with freelance filmmakers in St. Louis to make their own film, a two-reeler (roughly twenty minutes) called Peril of the Plains. It was no masterpiece. A second film was no better. They couldn’t sell these unpolished efforts, and they couldn’t distribute them. But Harry had a plan.

After opening exchanges in San Francisco and Los Angeles, the brothers distributed their films and numerous others. They had a going concern, and soon they had $15,000 put aside, enough capital to make another film. Harry hired a distinguished British director to shoot a film in Santa Paula, sixty miles north of Los Angeles. After hearing nothing from the director for weeks, Harry went there to investigate. The self-described artist had spent the money on a fine car and was ardently wooing the heroine of the film. Harry went to the laboratory, confiscated the film, and released it—to great indifference. The brothers had to start over again.

Distributing films kept the business going, especially if the film was topical. In 1916, War Brides starred the stage star Alla Nazimova in a blood-and-thunder melodrama about the war that was being fought in Europe. The Warners paid $50,000 for the right to distribute the film in Nevada, Arizona, and California, and they made a substantial profit. Their next release was eclipsed by the news that America had entered the European war, another apparent setback. Jack Warner was glumly walking down the street after a fruitless meeting at the Alexandria Hotel in Los Angeles when he saw a poster for a sensational new book, My Four Years in Germany by Ambassador James W. Gerard. Something clicked.



[image: image]




This portrait of the Warner family was made in 1891, a year before Jacob (Jack) was born. Seen here are: back row (from left), Abe, Harry, Benjamin, Pearl, and Annie; front row (from left), Sam, Fannie, and Rose.
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This is the film that, in 1918, gave the struggling Warner company the boost it needed to continue in the film industry.





The brothers sent Harry to persuade the ambassador to sell him the literary rights. Gerard had received offers from Lewis J. Selznick (producer of War Brides), but he decided to go with William Fox, the bigger company. Still, he agreed to meet with Harry. The earnest young man looked the statesman in the eye and claimed to have capital and a studio. Gerard signed the contract, not knowing that the brothers had neither.

Harry knew a financier who was willing to put up $50,000 for 54 percent. My Four Years in Germany was then directed by the established filmmaker William Nigh at a rented space in the Bronx Biograph Studio; scenes of outdoor atrocities committed by the “Huns” of the story were filmed at a rural property in Grantwood, New Jersey, lent to the brothers by the Hearst journalist Arthur Brisbane. To add impact, newsreel footage was cut into the film and scenes were shot for transitions. This was not a tabloid version of Gerard’s book. The treatment was restrained, tasteful, and propagandistic. The premiere of My Four Years in Germany took place in New York on March 10, 1918, and the film received a standing ovation. First National distributed it, and it grossed $800,000. Of course, after paying the ambassador, the financier, and the distributor, the brothers didn’t have much left, but it was enough for their next step.

The Warners’ first Los Angeles studio was a space leased from LKO Comedies at Sunset Boulevard and El Centro Avenue in Hollywood. The brothers next leased space in David Horsley’s Bostock Jungle and Film Company, a lot located at 1919 South Main Street in Downtown Los Angeles. They filmed mostly comedy shorts and serials, using Horsley’s animals to menace their heroes and heroines. The Warners next rented space in a Culver City studio at Ince and Washington Boulevards called the Romayne Superfilm Company. Jack called it “a dump.” Their next move was to the William Horsley Studios at 6050 Sunset Boulevard, the stretch of Sunset called “Poverty Row” because of its numerous fly-by-night companies. Accordingly, the Warners’ next move was lateral, to a small outfit on Sunset called the Gordon Street Studio. They made only a few features, and their exchanges were making only a little money. How could they leave Poverty Row?
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A ten-acre lot on Sunset Boulevard was the site of the Warners’ first real studio.
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As 1919 ended, the company name was still spelled “Warner Brothers.”





Harry, Albert, Sam, and Jack were enthusiastic. They enjoyed dreaming up situations and then filming them. Their energy impressed a number of bankers and landlords. William Beesemeyer owned ten acres, including a barnlike building, at Sunset and Bronson. In 1920, he agreed to sell his lot to the brothers for $25,000, nothing down, and $1,500 a month. He was a kind, patient man, because some months he saw Sam arrive empty-handed. But Beesemeyer had faith in the brothers, as did their parents and wives. The Warner brothers had tenacity, resourcefulness, and, most importantly, unanimity. It was only a matter of time before they found the formula for Hollywood success.
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THE 1920S WOULD BE AN AUSPICIOUS DECADE FOR THE WARNER BROTHERS, BUT IT began quietly. The brothers—Harry, Albert, Sam, and Jack—were making a modest living at their property on Sunset Boulevard. Their sole output in 1920 was a serial populated by circus animals and directed by Jack and Sam. After being bitten by a chimpanzee, Jack gave up directing, especially as the serial failed at the box office.
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In 1921, Harry Rapf, formerly a producer at the Lewis J. Selznick company in New York, helped streamline production and prepare scenarios for the sixteen Warner films released that year. The last was an evocation of small-town life called School Days, and its star, a freckle-faced youth named Wesley Barry, caught on with the public. There was income, and there was momentum. There was also luck, in the person of a venture capitalist named Motley Flint, whose faith in the brothers led to substantial loans from Waddell Catchings, a prominent financier. Thus the brothers were able to embellish their property with “dark” stages, which were better for filming larger scenes than the existing glass-roofed stages. They could also afford a stately façade fronting Sunset. It had more white columns than the Goldwyn and Ince studios combined, which mattered in Hollywood.
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John Barrymore was Warner Bros.’ most prestigious star of the 1920s.





The brothers were ready for an important step.

On April 4, 1923, their company was incorporated and “Warner Bros.” became its official name. Uses of “Warner Brothers” would be phased out by decade’s end. The spelling had changed, but the unanimity continued.

The good luck also continued with the arrival of their first star, one they could depend on for genuine appeal, consistent performances, and cooperation. His name was Rin-Tin-Tin, and he was a German shepherd who had been found as a newborn pup in a World War I trench.

The brothers had barely released their fourteen films of 1923 when they lost Harry Rapf to Louis B. Mayer Productions, a small studio in North Los Angeles. Before the brothers could advertise for a replacement, in walked a short, skinny, bucktoothed kid. He claimed to have published a novel, and, sure enough, he had; he was carrying a copy. He wanted to write for Warner Bros.! Before he could complete his pitch, Darryl F. Zanuck was hired as a screenwriter. A human dynamo, Zanuck turned out several scripts in the time most writers took to write one. He made Rin-Tin-Tin a star. His influence on Warner Bros. cannot be overstated. As a writer, assistant producer, and eventually head of production, he created a style that synthesized the four brothers’ personalities. Warner films would be fast-paced, respectful of tradition, eager for innovation, impatient with injustice, and hopeful of just rewards. When a young publicist named Hal Wallis came looking for a job, Jack Warner found in him the complement to Zanuck, a cool, precise, deliberate executive. Wallis would distill the Warner essence into quality projects.

The brothers had a corporation, a fine producing and writing staff, a new plant, and projects in the works. What they lacked was distribution. First National had theaters and film exchanges, and the new Metro-Goldwyn had Marcus Loew’s theaters and Louis B. Mayer’s distribution. Adolph Zukor, the cold-blooded Napoleon of the movies, made films at his Lasky Studios, distributed them through his Paramount exchanges, and played them in his Paramount theaters. This was vertical integration, the business model to which all companies aspired. Zanuck, Wallis, and Jack Warner recalled how Zukor had gotten there—by bringing Sarah Bernhardt, a theatrical legend, to star in a film.

John Barrymore was known as America’s greatest living actor. His 1922 production of Hamlet had introduced a bold new interpretation of Shakespeare. To have a star like that would lift Warner Bros. to the level of the “major” studios. Jack Warner went to New York to offer Barrymore a one-picture deal. The amount was never revealed, but it must have been substantial, because a later contract called for $76,000 per film. The Warners got their money’s worth; with 1924’s Beau Brummel, Barrymore became the newest screen sensation, a forty-two-year-old matinee idol who displaced Rudolph Valentino. With no less fanfare, the Warners hired a star director from Germany. Ernst Lubitsch was the wild and witty filmmaker whose name on the marquee was as much a guarantee of quality to audiences of the day as D. W. Griffith, Cecil B. DeMille, or Erich von Stroheim.

Even with artists like Barrymore and Lubitsch, Warner Bros. was handicapped—by lack of theaters, lack of exchanges, and lack of liquidity. What was there to do but borrow more money? Harry Warner got another loan and in April 1925 bought Vitagraph, which had more than fifty exchanges, plus studios in East Hollywood and New York. The Barrymore films continued to make money, so Sam Warner began researching the possibility of sound films. A demonstration by Western Electric and Bell Laboratories of their synchronized film and sound-on-disc technology had convinced Sam of its potential, but persuading his brothers to invest proved more challenging.
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The idea of watching a film in a picture palace in which actors spoke was so alien that it was derided by film folk and film fans alike.
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The idea of watching a film in a picture palace in which actors spoke was so alien that it was derided by film folk and film fans alike. The picture palace had a churchlike atmosphere, with fluted columns and organ music. For actors to speak out loud would be profane. However, films of orchestras playing classical music would be not only edifying but also economical, explained Sam. The orchestra would not have to be paid for each performance, something that Harry in particular found appealing. Despite the brothers’ reservations, Sam persuaded them to license the technology, and a partnership was announced in April 1926.

“Vitaphone”—so named by the Warners to build on their acquisition of the Vitagraph company the year prior—was presented to the public in August, and not only with short subjects of musical performances. It was used in a feature film, Don Juan, to provide musical accompaniment (by the New York Philharmonic)—and sound effects. Sam was anxious to have his pet project accepted, and it was. Only a few theaters were “wired for sound”—with Vitaphone projection equipment in the booth and loudspeakers hidden behind a perforated movie screen—but Don Juan grossed nearly $2 million. Still, a talking film was not inevitable; there was resistance to it in the industry, and Warner Bros. was considered a second-string company, far beneath Paramount, William Fox, and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (M-G-M). Stung by industry condescension, Sam Warner was determined to innovate a true talking picture. He endured worsening headaches and sinus problems as he pushed himself to oversee the development of Vitaphone; he had learned that William Fox was developing a rival sound process, Movietone. (Whereas Vitaphone recorded sound on an accompanying sixteen-inch disc, Movietone used patterns of light and dark in a track on the edge of the film strip itself.)

The brothers discussed the subject of their first talking film. Samson Raphaelson’s play The Jazz Singer was a plea for religious and racial tolerance. A cantor’s son must decide whether to follow in his father’s footsteps or to become an entertainer. Harry Warner bought the rights and contracted with George Jessel, the star of the play, to repeat his performance on film. When signing, Jessel failed to comprehend that the contract was for a talking film. When he realized this, he asked for more money. Jack Warner stepped in and refused to give Jessel a letter of intent for the increase—or any cash up front. Jessel pointed out that two Warner checks had recently bounced. The conversation came to a halt. Was it true? Was the company in trouble? Sam had spent several million on Vitaphone, and a number of theaters were still rejecting Warner Bros.’ product, so there may have been a cash flow problem.

Jack Warner turned to Eddie Cantor, but the stage star had heard the talk and politely declined. That left Al Jolson, who billed himself as the “World’s Greatest Entertainer.” He could certainly give a great performance, and he would certainly charge more than Jessel. The project was vital to the company. Jolson was signed.

As Sam learned in the summer of 1927, making the first sound film was difficult—for the director, actors, crew, everyone—even though the talking sequences were limited to six songs. There was no precedent for what was needed to synchronize image and sound. The whirring camera had to be encased in a soundproof booth. There was almost no air in it, so long takes caused the camera operator to grow faint from heat and lack of oxygen. The Jazz Singer had to be completed for its scheduled October 6 premiere. Sam Warner continued to suffer headaches. When they became too severe, he was hospitalized. Doctors diagnosed a mastoid infection. This need not be fatal, but his weakened condition led to complications. On October 5, 1927, Sam died at the age of forty.

The family was devastated, but even with the impending premiere, they had to observe Jewish law and conduct the funeral within two days. It would be impossible to reach New York in less than a week. They would miss the premiere of the film to which Sam had given the last years of his life. No family member attended the event.
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The sensation of synchronized dialogue startled viewers—then had them begging for more. 
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The premiere of The Jazz Singer took place as promised at the Warner flagship theater in Manhattan. The first-night audience was accustomed to musical performances in Vitaphone shorts, but they were unprepared for the visceral impact of the short, ad-libbed speech Jolson made during a song. Against his better judgment, Sam Warner had allowed the film editor to retain a short section in which Al Jolson has an animated conversation with Eugenie Besserer. There were gasps, then shouts, then a standing ovation. The sensation of synchronized dialogue startled viewers—then had them begging for more. A technical effect had short-circuited an audience’s emotions.

Of twenty thousand theaters in America, fewer than four hundred were equipped for Vitaphone, yet The Jazz Singer quickly became the most profitable film that Warner Bros. had ever made, though it was soon overtaken by its follow-up, The Singing Fool. The first two all-talking Warner films, Lights of New York and The Terror, were also monstrously profitable. Their revenues allowed Harry Warner to purchase the Stanley Theatre Chain as well as a majority stake in First National. Over the next few years, the studio bought music publishing firms Harms Inc., M. Witmark & Sons, and Remick Music Corp., creating the Music Publishers Holding Company. The resulting control of music by George Gershwin and other hitmakers assured Warner Bros. of a yearly million in profits.

There was still much to be done. Existing dark stages had to be soundproofed, and newfangled “sound stages” had to be built on three lots: Sunset, Vitagraph, and Burbank (First National). As other studios followed suit, it became obvious that Warner Bros. was no longer a second-string company. Sam Warner’s tenacity, the faith of the brothers in the project, and the talents of many artists and technicians had pushed Warner Bros. to the top of the heap. Indeed, the company from nowhere had released 269 features since its inception. In 1929 the formerly cash-poor Warner Bros. company would report a profit of $17 million.

Hollywood was in turmoil through 1928 and much of 1929 as production facilities adapted to new technology. As each talking film was released, it appeared to be more successful than the last one, and the public’s appetite for sound films—no matter what the theme—was insatiable. Just as the studios were tallying their highest grosses ever, something utterly unexpected occurred. On October 24, 1929, the New York Stock Exchange trembled, swayed, and crashed. In a week, $3 billion of real and imagined wealth evaporated. At first there was no appreciable effect at the box office. By the end of the year, though, banks began to fail. Warner Bros. had survived a decade. Other film folk felt that they were staring into an abyss. The three surviving brothers kept their own counsel and pressed on.
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With worldwide rentals of $578,000, William Nigh’s School Days (1921) was the turning point for the struggling Warner brothers’ company.
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In 1922, the brothers began upgrades to the Sunset Boulevard property, adding stages and this office facility.
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The first post-incorporation Warner Bros. release, starring Alan Hale and Louise Fazenda, was Harry Beaumont’s Main Street (1923).
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On April 4, 1923, the company became Warner Bros., Incorporated. This event merited a front-page article in Film Daily.
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The so-called woman’s problem film was already a Warner staple in 1923.







[image: image]
Norma Shearer (left) was borrowed from little Louis B. Mayer Productions on Mission Road to act in Lucretia Lombard with Irene Rich.







[image: image]
Rin-Tin-Tin made his debut in Chester Franklin’s Where the North Begins (1923), and the studio gained its first star. Rin-Tin-Tin had his own personal scenarist in Darryl F. Zanuck, seen here at left with Jack L. Warner. Working with production head Hal Wallis, these men shaped the Warner Bros. style.
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Adolphe Menjou and Norma Shearer acted in Monta Bell’s Broadway After Dark, after which Shearer joined the newly merged Metro-Goldwyn studio; later Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (M-G-M).
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“America’s Greatest Actor,” John Barrymore was an eminent presence in Harry Beaumont’s Beau Brummel (1924).
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Willard Louis played the eponymous Middle American in Harry Beaumont’s Babbitt (1924).
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Rin-Tin-Tin succors a thirsty Charles Farrell in Noel M. Smith’s Clash of the Wolves (1925).
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Ernst Lubitsch made a hit of Lady Windermere’s Fan (1925), starring Ronald Colman and Irene Rich.
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Regional audiences weren’t interested in decadent Europeans, but they loved films like Erle C. Kenton’s Red Hot Tires (1925), starring Patsy Ruth Miller and Monte Blue.
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In 1925, Warner Bros. bought the Vitagraph Company, whose assets included this twenty-acre studio at 4151 Prospect Avenue in East Hollywood.
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A 1926 portrait of Albert, Jack, Harry, and Sam Warner.
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Sydney Chaplin, half-brother of Charles Chaplin, starred in Charles Reisner’s The Better ’Ole (1926).
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When Barrymore crossed swords with Montagu Love in Don Juan (1926), audiences heard the clash of metal and a symphony orchestra accompanying it. This was Vitaphone.
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Rin-Tin-Tin in Herman C. Raymaker’s The Night Cry (1926).
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Sam Baker played Queequeg, and John Barrymore played Ahab in Millard Webb’s The Sea Beast, an adaptation of Moby-Dick and Warner’s top grosser of 1926.







[image: image]
There was Gallic exuberance in Ernst Lubitsch’s So This Is Paris (1926).
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Jack Warner visits the set of When a Man Loves, directed by Alan Crosland (far right). The title was an inside joke in 1927. John Barrymore was infatuated with his leading lady, Dolores Costello.
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Al Jolson signed on to Sam Warner’s pet project, hoping the American public would respond to a feature with a few songs in Vitaphone.
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This scene featuring Eugenie Besserer and Al Jolson in Alan Crosland’s The Jazz Singer electrified unsuspecting audiences in 1927.
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Triumph was built on tragedy in 1927 as one of the Warner brothers died.






1927–1928 ACADEMY AWARDS

WINS

Special Award:

[image: image] Warner Bros., for producing The Jazz Singer, the pioneer outstanding talking picture, which has revolutionized the industry

NOMINATIONS

Actor:

• Richard Barthelmess in The Noose and The Patent Leather Kid

Writing (Adaptation):

• Glorious Betsy, Anthony Coldeway

• The Jazz Singer, Alfred Cohn

Writing (Title Writing):

• The Private Life of Helen of Troy, Gerald Duffy

Engineering Effects:

• Ralph Hammeras

• Nugent Slaughter
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Frank Lloyd’s The Divine Lady had a musical score, sound effects, and singing, but no spoken dialogue, typical of the 1928 transition to sound films.






[image: image]
Dolores Costello (aka Mrs. John Barrymore) starred in Alan Crosland’s part-talking Napoleonic romance, Glorious Betsy (1928).
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Bryan Foy’s film Lights of New York (1928), the first all-talking feature, made an impressive $1.2 million.
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The Vitagraph lot was used for the massive sets in Michael Curtiz’s Noah’s Ark. Talmadge Street is in the foreground, with Prospect crossing it. The temple sets are at center, and the familiar Shakespeare Bridge is at upper left.
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This scene was filmed at the Vitagraph lot, but the Los Feliz neighborhood is not visible because a painted “glass shot” was used to superimpose Noah’s landscape on top of the Franklin Hills.
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Directing: 
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NOMINATIONS

Directing: 

• Frank Lloyd for Drag and Weary River

Actress:

• Betty Compson in The Barker

• Corinne Griffith in The Divine Lady

Cinematography:

• The
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A $50,000,000 Unit

Warner Bros. Form Highly Capital-
ized Company for Expansion—
$4,000,000 for Production
(Special to THE FILM DAILY)

Dover, Del—Warner Bros. have
formed a $50,000,000 company under
the laws of the 'State of Delaware.
The incorporation provides for the
issuance of 500 shares of stock with-
out nominal or par value.

Warner Bros. have in the past
few weeks formed three distinct cor-
porations. One of these has been
organized under California laws as
a holding company for various studio
properties and other real estate. A
second, with only a nominal capitali-
zation has been incorporated in New
York to control the company’s ac-
tivities in this State, but the Dela-
ware company, which incidentally
represents one of the most highly
capitalized units in the motion picture
business, will act as the holding com-
pany for all of the Warner enter-
prises.

While no one at the Warner office
yesterday could be reached to com-
ment on the flotation of the huge
company, it is understood that pro-
duction plans for next year and a
general program of expansion have
brought about the necessity of ad-
ditional financing. The Warners
plan 18 pictures to be released with-
in a year. In that number. as noted,
there will be two with John Barry-
more, one with Lenore Ulric and
one with Hope Hampton.
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