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For Sherman
and F. J. G. C.

. . . I kicked off my shoes
and followed you barefoot
into the desert thirty years ago.
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Preface

Despite the fact that I’d worked in the movie industry in one capacity or another for almost twenty-five years, it was March 1991 before I ever had an official reason to go to Paramount Studios. Not that I hadn’t been there before—lots of times. Most notably, on Paramount’s seventieth anniversary, when I’d cruised through the Marathon Boulevard gate with Paramount producer Henry Wilcoxon in his 1957 white Thunderbird for a special screening of Sunset Boulevard. I’d also been on hand for Paramount’s seventy-fifth anniversary—a much bigger affair—where I had the thrill of watching Joel McCrea (a good six-feet, six inches in cowboy boots and cowboy hat!) and Frances Dee gracefully alight from a stretch limousine en route to a “class reunion” of Paramount contract players from its golden era.

A Lone Throne Chair

But, as for movie work, the kind of movies I’ve worked on always seemed to prefer shooting on location. Not that the film that employed me in 1991 was any different—what was different was the production designer, Byrnadette. My friend Byrnadette bears a striking resemblance to silent-screen star Mabel Normand. She has a slow, southern drawl, a pouty 1920s mouth and large brown eyes. She could talk the devil into central heating in the middle of summer. And I’m certain she’s never seen a Mabel Normand movie. But she knows moviemaking, and brooks no nonsense when it comes to the gender gap. She expects doors to open, so they do.

For our latest movie effort, Byrnadette had rented furniture from Paramount’s property department. As a consequence, her art director, Johnna, and I found ourselves underneath one of Paramount’s soundstages one morning, Polaroiding possibilities for set furniture. We also rearranged everything we could reach. A rare March thunderstorm the night before—a deluge of biblical proportions—had drained in underneath the stage. At least half of Paramount’s furniture stood in inches of oily rainwater.

Over in the chair row, above the water but showing considerable damage from wear and tear on various movie sets, we spied one lone Egyptian-style throne chair from The Ten Commandments.

“Want to rent it and drive around with it in the back of the prop truck for good luck?” Johnna asked slyly from behind my back. Reluctantly, I ruled it out, as the broken chair looked too fragile to go anywhere, even with multiple furniture pads and packing paper cushioning every L.A. pothole. And I was sure our producer, David Korda, would question such a rental on our art department balance sheet: One broken Egyptian-style chair, definitely in The Egyptian and most likely in The Ten Commandments, for the entire length of the production (for good luck).

We took a picture instead. And I found a broom and began sweeping water out the door, as Johnna left to sign papers with the property department for the props we’d tagged.

The Chariot Room

So I almost didn’t see the large wooden crates stacked in a far corner. The Arabic writing caught my eye, and the size and shape piqued my interest. Gingerly, I waded my way over to them and carefully lifted the top of the first packing crate to peer inside.

It was a chariot! Delicate and gracefully designed, its wheels were made of thin iron with distinctive lotus-shaped spokes, its body made of woven wicker. The rotting harness, complete with handmade bridle tassels thrown on top, was gathering dust.

Rameses:

Commander of the Hosts, call in the chariots from Tanis. There shall be one more plague. . . . They shall remember the name of Moses . . . only that he died under my chariot wheels! Let the trumpets sound! Assemble all chariots at the city gate! Nura and Thebes will draw my chariot.

I picked up a stiff, brittle leather bridle, and wondered who this chariot had belonged to: Rameses? Pentaur? The tassels were red. Probably Pentaur. I looked through the slats of other crates; no black and gold colors were discernible. The hero chariot might not even be here. It looked like these had been crated in Egypt, shipped back to the States, and never opened.

“Is that Henry Wilcoxon’s chariot?” Johnna asked later, as we were loading the furniture onto the truck.

I looked in the direction she indicated: the one chariot not crated was a large, bulky silver number with multispiked metal wheels and a long, thick metal shaft still attached.

“No. That’s a Roman design,” I said. “It’s probably from Sign of the Cross, or maybe Ben-Hur. MGM sold their inventory in the early seventies, and other studios bought what they needed.”

Johnna peered inside the crates and was awestruck by the beauty and detail of the Ten Commandments chariots. “These are way cool,” she whistled softly. “This is like poking around in King Tut’s tomb. And I’ll bet you can tell every movie this stuff has been in!”

I realized, with a start, that I just about could. It had never occurred to me before just how much of my life was involved with Paramount Studios, in general, and The Ten Commandments, in particular. . . .

The first major studio to begin in Hollywood (1913) and, as of this writing, the only major studio to still be based and operating in Hollywood, Paramount was home—once every decade in the “golden era”—to a trend-setting director (who usually paid the price for his avant-garde tastes with a parting from the studio’s cloistered atmosphere about mid-decade): Cecil B. DeMille from 1919 to 1924 with a plethora of pre-code takes on the sexual mores of his day; Josef Von Sternberg from 1930 to 1935 with his lush, claustrophobic visual poems to Marlene Dietrich; Preston Sturges from 1940 to 1945 with the Sturges Stock Company of vaudeville stage comedians, with whom he often surrounded some of Paramount’s best leading ladies and most overlooked leading men.

Among these big three, only DeMille professionally survived to return to Paramount at a later date and work to the very end of the Golden Age of the studio system he had helped create. Only DeMille went out on top. With his second telling of The Ten Commandments.

Why?

As we carefully turned off the lights at the top of the stairs and locked the door to what we would call “the chariot room” during the rest of our movie project, I thought about all the people I had known through the years who had worked on The Ten Commandments. They were why: DeMille always surrounded himself with the very best. The best people working in the costume department, the prop department, the sound department. The people who served as extras and supporting actors, as well as stars. The people who produced, cast, and—literally—slaved for up to five years on DeMille’s reverent concept of Moses’ life. The public always hears from the director or star of this kind of epic movie (Charlton Heston was actually working on his autobiography as I was slogging through the water in Paramount’s basement), but someone who turned the Nile red? Someone who designed The Ten Commandments’ titles? Someone who dubbed five thousand lines of dialogue? Someone who drew the storyboards? I’d thought about them all, over the years, especially as I’d written my previous book with Ten Commandments associate producer Henry Wilcoxon; Lionheart in Hollywood, his eye-opening account of life and turbulent times with the fascinating, enigmatic, complex DeMille, had held me enthralled. Ever since then, I’d known that everyone connected with this one-of-a-kind endeavor had a story to tell, from the boardroom to the mailroom. Who was cast and why. Where and how each special effect was done. What went wrong and what went right. What Cecil B. DeMille was really like. What each department contributed to the whole. . . .

And how it all came together to make the movie known as The Ten Commandments.

This Author’s Commitment

In this day and age, in the last years of the twentieth century, “book” has become a four-letter word in more ways than one. All too many writers exploit, use, and degrade their subjects, until too few people in this world feel they can trust anyone with their words and memories and not wind up the fool for it. Every week, newspapers and talk shows announce astronomical advance sums for tell-all biographies that document only the most sordid details of a public figure’s private life. Many times the most opportunistic of this breed of “journalist” waits until their subject is dead to spill supposed sexual secrets and family scandals, knowing their word will be the last heard, as the dead are hard-pressed to defend themselves.

I will not tar people with that brush, nor let anyone be so used. If lies and innuendo are your bill of fare, I suggest, dear reader, you put down this book forthwith and move on.

Since I have no truck with scandal-mongering, I wrote Lionheart in Hollywood with no advance and very modest royalties, which did not cover my expenses; my writing served as a labor of love. So be it. It is a price well worth paying for independence and a sound night’s sleep.

For these and other reasons, the people represented by chapters in this book have put their faith in me and my word. I do not make tape recordings because many people posing as writers sell their tapes after interviews to the highest bidder, thereby profiting on their subject in yet another way. I chose to write all interview chapters in the first person to capture the subject’s personality and make it as enjoyable and accessible for the reader as possible.

The many years I spent with the people who worked on The Ten Commandments were rewarding and enlightening in a myriad of intangible ways. I hope the reader finds this so as well.


1
Pharaoh’s Associate Producer
Henry Wilcoxon


My father often quoted a saying from the Comedie Français: “A successful actress has to be more than a woman; and a successful actor less than a man.” Then he’d add that Harry Wilcoxon was the only actor he’d ever known that it didn’t apply to.

—Katherine DeMille to the author, 1984



Actor/producer Henry Wilcoxon (1905–84) appeared in more than seventy motion pictures, both in Great Britain and the United States, including The Last of the Mohicans, The Corsican Brothers, Lady Hamilton, Mrs. Miniver, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Scaramouche, The War Lord, Man in the Wilderness, F. I. S. T., and one-hundred-fifty plays in the Birmingham Repertory Company and London’s West End. Yet, it’s the six movies directed by Cecil B. DeMille for which he is best remembered. On the first three—Cleopatra (1934), The Crusades (1935), and, after an eleven-year absence, Unconquered (1946)—Wilcoxon worked only as an actor; but in the last three—Samson and Delilah (1949), The Greatest Show on Earth (1952), and The Ten Commandments (1956)—Wilcoxon was both behind the camera as associate producer and in front within supporting roles.

I first met Henry Wilcoxon in 1981 on his seventy-sixth birthday at a Los Angeles County Museum of Art showing of The Ten Commandments. “My blood is on every frame of this film,” he told me then, his blue eyes staring me down, his grave words resonating through the hallway. It was an auspicious meeting that led to a two-year collaboration with Wilcoxon on the biography called Lionheart in Hollywood.

We devoted more than three chapters of that book to Wilcoxon’s recollections of working on The Ten Commandments. Here, in these pages I have tried to distill the essence of Wilcoxori’s words and experiences and to use the material that most closely complements the different versions of the Ten Commandments story told by other people in later chapters.

On the whole, I’ve found Henry Wilcoxon’s memory to be astonishingly accurate. In addition, he had kept newspapers, magazines, photos, diaries, scrapbooks, scripts, and casting journals, which we used to verify times, dates, places, and names. He differs from Paramount crew data only twice: he stated that cameraman Pev Marley was in Egypt as well as in Hollywood while working on the picture (Marley might have been, either joining the main company late or leaving early, thus missing being listed on Bill Sapp’s crew sheet), and he said Eddie Salven functioned as assistant director to the second unit in Luxor after the main company had gone back to the States. (Again, he may have. Things become confused with Salven due to his untimely death in the midst of The Ten Commandments’ principal photography.) As to whether or not Wilcoxon’s claim of fielding questions in DeMille’s voice during the Exodus is true, we will never know, as all of the principals involved are dead. There is no reason to believe that it’s untrue, because people who are still living confirmed the facts of DeMille’s heart attack during filming.

Henry Wilcoxon, the actor, was the product of a Spanish mother and a Welsh father; a West Indian birth on the island of Dominique; and a childhood spent in orphanages, foster homes, and boarding schools in rural England. His young manhood was spent earning his living variously as a bank clerk, traveling flour salesman, professional boxer, Bond Street haberdasher, and silent-screen extra before settling in with the Birmingham Repertory Company and traveling the highways and byways of the English provinces in the late twenties and early thirties. In 1933 he screen-tested for DeMille’s Cleopatra in London, and traveled to Hollywood in January 1934 to begin a twenty-five-year on-and-off-and-on-again collaboration with the man who had invented Hollywood.

As to Henry Wilcoxon, the man himself, I can only say that working with him on his biography was demanding, resulting in an author’s life that was always interesting, sometimes exciting, and never boring.

It was 1953, and Cecil B. DeMille never stayed in town for the Academy Awards ceremony. It always infuriated him. After all, he was not only a founder of the Hollywood community but a founding member of the Academy. He’d sat in the Blossom Room at the Roosevelt Hotel the very first time—May 16, 1929—dining on lobster Eugenie, listening to his brother William de Mille call the winners to the head table, watching Douglas Fairbanks hand out the awards, and never dreaming an Oscar would never be his.

The Academy Awards Ritual

In all the years of the Academy’s existence, he’d never even been nominated for Best Director! Not even in the year Cleopatra was nominated for Best Picture (till now, his only Best Picture nomination). Of course, Cleopatra hadn’t won, either. And, as the years had gone by and he’d been completely ignored by everyone except the movie-going public, he’d gotten into the habit of packing up and going out to his ranch, “Paradise,” for the duration of all the hoopla. No telephones there. No newspapers. He could sit out on his porch and feed the forest deer and ignore the Hollywood that ignored him.

The year 1953 was not going to be any different. So he’d been nominated for Best Director for the first time in his life! He was now 70—no big deal. The Greatest Show on Earth had been nominated for Best Picture, too. But he was still packing to go to Paradise. And since I was associate producer of The Greatest Show on Earth, he told me to pick up any award he might win.

I knew in my bones Greatest Show’d win. Cleopatra was my first DeMille film as an actor, and Greatest Show was my first credited associate producing job with DeMille. I just felt the timing was right.

DeMille was packed, I’d written out my acceptance speech, and my wife Joan had bought a dress, when my phone rang.

It was the Academy requesting that Cecil B. DeMille attend.

“Mr. DeMille never attends the ceremony,” I explained.

“And don’t we all know it!” the Academy president chortled, “but we’d like him to pick up his award in person.”

“You can’t know he’s going to win,” I protested. “The ballots just came in the mail this morning!”

“The secret ballots don’t come back to us anyway—you know that. No, this is about the Irving Thalberg Award. DeMille’s just been voted this year’s recipient by the Board of Governors.”

Making up for past sins of omission, were they? Never you mind, Mr. DeMille was thrilled anyway. He unpacked, I crumbled up my acceptance speech and tossed it into the trash can there and then, and Joan (thrifty to a fault) returned the dress to Bullock’s Wilshire department store.

Needless to say, The Greatest Show on Earth won the Best Picture award for 1952. Gary Cooper wasn’t there to pick up for Best Actor; DeMille’s son-in-law Anthony Quinn wasn’t there to pick up for Best Supporting Actor; and John Ford wasn’t there to pick up for Best Director. But Cecil B. DeMille, all smiles, was there with the Best Picture Oscar in one hand and the Irving Thalberg Award in the other.

So, at age seventy, what was he going to do for an encore?

The Board Meeting

There was no denying the fact that Paramount’s stockholders were sitting pretty, thanks to C. B. DeMille. Samson and Delilah had kept the famous iron gates open and the ledgers in the black, when TV was killing off lesser studios and frightening the hell out of those that remained. The Greatest Show on Earth was filling the studio’s coffers and DeMille’s trophy shelf. This board meeting was about what DeMille had proposed next: The Ten Commandments.

“You can’t be serious, C. B.!” Barney Balaban exclaimed from the head of the table. “You’ve got to give us some idea of what this thing will cost.”

“I assure you, Barney,” DeMille said, fishing in his vest pocket for a match to light his pipe, “I’m always serious when discussing money. And regarding money for The Ten Commandments, all I can say is, it’s going to be a very costly picture.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Balaban fumed. “No, I take it back. That’s the second stupidest thing you’ve said today!”

“What’s the first?” I asked from my chair to the right of DeMille.

“That he’s thinking of remaking The Ten Commandments at all. Didn’t we learn anything with Greatest Show? The public wants modern, happy pictures. Otherwise, they can sit at home and watch The Crusades on television!”

I’d just been put in my place. I was the star of DeMille’s only Paramount money-loser of the sound era. And Paramount founder Adolph Zukor, at the other end of the table, didn’t need to be reminded about The Crusades, DeMille, or me.

“I’m not thinking of remaking The Ten Commandments,” DeMille said quietly, “I am remaking it. With or without Paramount.”

The hew and cry, I was told later, could be heard out the windows and all the way down Melrose Avenue. Frank Freeman yelled at Barney Balaban, Balaban yelled at DeMille, I yelled at Balaban’s cheering section, and they yelled back. Finally, eighty-year-old Adolph Zukor raised his hand for silence.

He stood up.

“From what I hear today, most everyone present is against making a movie about Moses and the Ten Commandments, am I right?”

There was general agreement to that statement up and down the table. I glanced at DeMille. Zukor and he hadn’t gotten along for years—I couldn’t know for sure, but perhaps they’d never gotten along—not even in 1915 when they’d officially started Paramount Studio along with Jesse Lasky and Sam Goldwyn. At any rate, I could see DeMille wasn’t expecting Zukor to fly to his defense. He was probably mentally composing a letter to his former partner, Goldwyn.

“Well, I find it embarrassing and deplorable that it takes Cecil here—a gentile, no less—to remind us Jews of our heritage! What was World War II fought for, anyway? We should get down on our knees and say ‘thank you’ that he wants to make a picture on the life of Moses. I, for one, don’t think it’s a stupid idea, and I won’t hear of us not making a movie about the Ten Commandments—whatever it costs.”

He sat down.

All was quiet for a long moment.

“You’re not calling it The Ten Commandments?” a defeated Balaban asked no one in particular.

“No other title but The Ten Commandments,” Zukor piped up.

“People write me all the time about the first Ten Commandments,” DeMille mused, puffing on his pipe. “And many times they say it’d be great to remake it today, on location in Egypt, with Technicolor and VistaVision, high fidelity sound and the best special effects money can buy. I don’t want to let them down. After all, they’ve never let me down.”

I could see Balaban mentally counting up the dollars and cents!

At last: “All in favor say ‘aye,’ ” Balaban directed, “except you, Wilcoxon; you haven’t got a vote.”

And at meeting’s end, we emerged into the noonday sun: mad dogs and one Englishman, about to embark on a roller-coaster ride called The Ten Commandments.

The Phone Call to Rome

The Egyptian was the first big monkey wrench thrown into the works. As soon as The Ten Commandments had been announced in the trades, Darryl F. Zanuck had bought the rights to Mika Walteri’s best-selling novel about ancient Egypt, stating the property had been acquired for Fox’s newest star, Marlon Brando.

DeMille and I stared at each other across his desk. This was unhappy news. Walteri’s hero, Sinuhe, bore a more-than-passing resemblance to Moses—an unseated prince of Egypt; a baby in a basket on the Nile; a young man cast out into the wilderness; visions of one true God; the works.

“We’d be competing for the same audience,” I cautioned.

“Yes. And The Egyptian can get out sooner. I have God’s miracles to show; Zanuck knows I won’t rush this project. There is nothing for it but this call.”

We stared at the phone. It took time for overseas calls in those days. After you placed the call, the operator called you back with your party on the other end, usually about an hour later.

“You sure he’s in Rome?”

DeMille flashed me a sly look.

“Sure I’m sure. She’s why he bought The Egyptian, not Brando.”

The phone rang.

DeMille picked up his phone, and I picked up the extension.

Mr. Zanuck and Mr. DeMille exchanged pleasantries. I was introduced on the extension. Then DeMille got down to business about the producing status of The Egyptian.

At length, Zanuck said: “Brando doesn’t seem to want to do it, C. B. Even though I think it’s a great part for him. If the boy’s out, then I’ve got no plans to go ahead with it. I’m always against making so big a picture without a star lead.”

Remember, 1953 is the year that a very unhappy Tyrone Power renegotiated his Fox contract to get himself out of the studio’s clutches for good and all. Otherwise, Mr. Power would have been the perfect Sinuhe, Mr. Zanuck would have been crowing to us about The Egyptian, and The Ten Commandments would only be remembered today as a 1923 silent film.

“Do I have your word on that?” Mr. DeMille asked.

“You’ve got my word on it, C. B. If Brando’s out, I have absolutely no intention of making The Egyptian,” Mr. Zanuck promised.

The Egyptian (!)

It was 1954, and all the front-office brass and all of the DeMille unit people working on The Ten Commandments were assembled in screening room five on the Paramount lot to view the recently completed The Egyptian.

The two Hollywood legends most associated with jodhpurs and riding boots had gone head-to-head over the North African real estate, and Darryl F. Zanuck was now first across the finishing line with his historical Egyptian epic. When Mr. DeMille had seen that Fox had neither Marlon Brando nor Tyrone Power, he’d stopped rushing or worrying.

“Ty Power and Henry King could have made this story,” DeMille had said then. Edmund Purdom and Michael Curtiz were another matter entirely. Apparently, nothing Zanuck could do convinced Marlon Brando to play Dr. Sinuhe. Unexpectedly, he had chosen Desirée to finish up his contractual obligations, and that was that.

Now, here we all were to see for ourselves just what Zanuck had wrought.

DeMille settled into one of the big leather chairs in the back, and the lights went down. A slow, dirge-like Egyptian theme began. “If that’s the tempo of the music throughout,” he said during the credits, “they’re already in trouble.”

They were in trouble, all right. . . .

DeMille laid the problems at the door of director Mike Curtiz. “He’s never spoken English well enough to direct someone who’s uncertain in English herself. Zanuck’s “discovery” is beautiful—and most definitely has sex—but her line readings are odd.” Bella Darvi was stunning both in Egyptian haute couture and out. But it’s always a mistake to make your hero a fool for love for so long a time in a movie. When Zanuck built up “villain” Darvi’s role, he killed any respect the audience could have for hero Sinuhe.

It looked like Brando had been right after all.

Michael Wilding was perfect as the Pharaoh Akhenaton, as was Jean Simmons as the peasant girl—eliminating both of them from DeMille’s consideration for The Ten Commandments. The big surprise, though, was Fox star Gene Tierney, who turned in a strong, bitter performance as the crown princess that Sinuhe does not want to marry. There was an unexpected depth to her character and a feeling of hard-won knowledge that stirred the actor in me. She was “using something” from her own past, but what we would never know.

“The boy needed to be worked with,” DeMille said of Purdom at the movie’s end, “but it’s not going to matter much with this scandal swirling around him.” Cecil B. DeMille hadn’t survived forty years in a desert town called Hollywood without knowing the damage a personal scandal could wreak on millions of hard-earned studio dollars. Of course, he’d heard the rumors about Edmund Purdom and actress Linda Christian. And, whether true or not, this town dearly loved Christian’s then-husband Tyrone Power, a second-generation star, and it would [and did] condemn Purdom and cast him out into the Wilderness of Oblivion.

“Find out if Fox is all finished with Princess of the Nile,” DeMille ordered. “Let’s see what we can use for The Ten Commandments; the art department and wardrobe department did a commendable job.”

So we bought props, and furniture, flats and costumes, and Darryl F. Zanuck turned out to have told the truth: he didn’t really make Mika Walteri’s The Egyptian!

The Illness

Sometime during early preproduction, I found that I wasn’t feeling good. But I’d manage. I always had. It was hard to sleep. It seemed hard to breathe. I had night sweats. I got up often in the early mornings and contemplated my aging actor’s face in the bathroom mirror. I didn’t look good, either. Better not let the boss know. Better get to the doctor and get a prescription to help fight this—this bug?

Doctor Fishbaugh studied my lung x-rays for a very long time.

“See this spot?” he said at length.

“Is it cancer?”

“Might be. We’ll know when we operate.”

“Operate? When?”

“Soon. Clear your desk off at the office, and pack your toothbrush.”

I’d stopped asking “Why me?” a long time ago. Why not me? is more like it. Besides, I wasn’t the only one. Mr. DeMille had noticed his secretary, Bernie Mosk, wasn’t looking well, either. She wasn’t looking well, and she was acting strangely. Every time DeMille passed her desk, she seemed to be clutching her chest. It appeared to be unconscious—whether she was occupied or just talking on the phone, her hand always wound up resting on the left side of her chest.

DeMille called her into his office.

“How have you been feeling, Bernie?” DeMille began.

“Fine, sir, and you?”

“As good as can be expected for an old fella. Have you been experiencing chest pains lately?”

“No, sir.”

“Stomach indigestion?”

“No. Why?”

“Because you look like you’re under a strain, and I’ve noticed that your hand is always pressed against your left side when you think no one is looking. Now, please tell me: what is the matter?”

Bernie, half relieved and half apprehensively, sat down and explained that her doctor had found a lump in her left breast and wanted to operate. But, “I’ll be gone for weeks, and I could miss the shooting in Egypt, and that’s if it’s benign. It might be cancer. . . .”

DeMille reached across the desk, as she began to cry.

“Bernie. I won’t go to Egypt without you. I’ll delay my trip. But you can’t and shouldn’t be delaying your surgery. Get in as soon as possible. I’ll handle everything here. Harry and I (he glanced toward me) and the rest of the unit will have our hands full without you, but we’ll soldier on till you get back—and you will come back.”

Bernie left for her surgery, and I worried about breaking the news about me. So I didn’t. Besides, my difficulties probably weren’t as dire as my imagination would have me believe at 3:00 a.m. when I’d tossed and turned to exhaustion.

The good news from the hospital about Bernie was that her tumor was benign. I chose that opportunity to tell DeMille I had to go to the hospital, too.

“When are you going?” he asked, his eyes locked on mine.

“Thursday. That way I figure I’ll be back by early next week . . . maybe, and I’m sure this thing is nothing to be alarmed about. After all, look at Bernie.”

Shall we cut to the chase? It was malignant.

And after I had a portion of my lung removed, I was weeks and weeks in bed recovering.

Mr. DeMille called every day.

My wife Joan argued with him every day.

And I lay helpless in the bed, unable to return to work. Every day.

“I’m going to fix his little red wagon,” Joan said one morning after telling DeMille I couldn’t return to work for the hundredth time. “He’s asked me to come in to the studio to talk over this situation, and I’m giving the talk.”

She dressed for battle in her best Travis Banton suit, and drove off before lunch, returning in triumph before day’s end, having faced off with Cecil B. DeMille.

I anxiously awaited her footsteps on the upstairs hallway, desiring details of the standoff.

“I smiled and told him you’ll come back to work when the doctors and I say it’s okay, and not a moment before,” she replied to my immediate inquiry.

“What did he say to that?” I wanted to know.

“He gave me this card for you, and, smiling back, said I was as fiercely loving and loyal to my family as the Queen of Greece, and that he’d leave things in my capable hands from now on.”

So it was said—and so it was done.

Researching God

When I could finally sit up in bed (what a thrill!), I began to catch up on Ten Commandments research. Along with all of us rereading the books of Exodus and (many of us) reading the Koran for the first time, Henry Noerdlinger gave the whole DeMille unit a “reading list.”

I found the Koran as beautiful as I find the King James Version of the Bible. Details of Moses’ early childhood in Pharaoh’s court are in the Koran. Even the fact that Moses had a severe stutter, which resulted in his brother Aaron doing all the talking for him, appears there. DeMille and the writers debated about that one, finally deciding that an audience couldn’t sit through a four-hour movie with a prophet of God that couldn’t talk.

As I convalesced, my children tiptoed around the house. Cici, the threeyear-old, was a tomboy and rarely in the house at all, but Heather, the sixyear-old, played in her room down the hall much of the time—drawing, coloring, and finger painting. Sometimes she’d join me in my room, as I ate my dinner from a tray and Joan and I discussed God, the Egyptians and Moses, and, inevitably, DeMille.

Heather was a very thoughtful little girl. She sat, she listened, and her child’s mind pondered everything she heard. Finally one day she asked me just where God was exactly, and what did God look like?

Hmm-mm-m.

“Well,” I tried, “God is up there,” I pointed, “in the heavens. And up there” (still pointing). “He sees and hears and knows everything that is happening down here on earth. And prophets in the Old Testament say God appears to man like a bright silver light.”

After that feeble attempt to explain the unexplainable, Heather was even quieter than usual.

Until one morning, just after breakfast, when Joan and I heard Heather shouting in the backyard:

“Mommy, Daddy, come out here quick! Look! It’s GOD!”

We both ran out and looked up to where Heather was pointing.

It was the Goodyear Blimp!

God’s Angel of Death

I’d had plenty of time to think about death lately, and, happily, Mr. Brink1 and I were no longer on speaking terms. But while we had been, I’d thought about what frightened me the most: something that I couldn’t stand and fight. Doré had solved the dilemma of the Tenth Plague by portraying the Death Angel as literally that: a man-sized angel with wings and a battle sword dripping blood.

I just didn’t find that scary. The scariest thing I could think of was radiation. You can’t hear, see, smell, taste, or feel it. It travels on the wind, it goes through walls. It’s silent and deadly and does not discriminate. It fells everything in its path . . . after emanating from a strange-looking cloud.

When I at last returned to work, I told DeMille about my idea for the “breath of pestilence.” It was just one of many possible ideas, until secretary Lynn Hayne saw a strange, misshapen cloud hanging over the San Fernando Valley. She stood on her lawn sketching it that Sunday afternoon, and brought it to work the next day.

The Angel of Death became the perfect collaboration of suggestion, imagination, nature, art, and special effects.

1923 Versus 1956

Let’s take this opportunity to set the record straight. All my life I’ve been mis-introduced at banquets as the man who was associate producer of the first Ten Commandments (1923) and who starred in the first Ben-Hur (1926). I readily admit to being old, but I’m not that old! I was only sixteen when DeMille journeyed to the sands of Guadalupe, California, to film the first version of The Ten Commandments. And Francis X. Bushman (costar of MGM’s 1926 Ben-Hur) was voted the world’s favorite movie hero by The Ladies’ World magazine in 1914, when I was only eight years old and running around barefooted on Barbados Island.

There are other differences between the 1923 and 1956 versions. Other than the fact that one is silent and one is sound, the 1923 Ten Commandments was two stories: one, a half-hour biblical “prologue” about Moses, the Exodus, and the real Ten Commandments; and the other, a tale of two “modern” (twentieth-century) brothers who learn the hard way that if you break the Ten Commandments, they will break you.

Frankly, I always lost interest in the 1923 version as soon as the twenties came into view!

One person acts in both Ten Commandments—Julia Faye. She played Nefretiri, Pharaoh’s wife, in 1922, and Elisheba, Aaron’s wife, in 1955. For the record, Charles de Roche played Rameses II (1955: Yul Brynner), Terrence (Pat) Moore played Pharaoh’s firstborn son (1955: Eugene Mazzola) and worked on the 1956 Commandments in the sound department. And Theodore Roberts is the 1922 Moses, played in 1955 by ol’ what’s-his-name.

The 1923-released version was shot entirely with California’s white sand doubling for Africa’s yellow sand. (Why they photograph in color so completely differently is a mystery, but it’s a dead giveaway.) The 1956-released version was shot on location in Egypt, the Sinai desert, and on top of Mount Sinai. Interiors (Pharaoh’s court, Nefretiri’s barge, Jethro’s tent, Moses’ pavilion, Yochabel’s house, etc.) were shot on Paramount’s soundstages with acres of blue screen for the Egyptian scenes that were “matted in” during the postproduction process. The result is known as “deep focus,” with the background, middle ground, and foreground all sharp and crystal clear, like an oil painting. It makes the movie breathtaking for the spectator in the theater, but blue-screen matte sets are mind-numbing for the actors. The intense heat from the lights are bad enough, but then there’s the boredom—you’re working with minimal sets and no image (to be matted in months later)—just a translucent blue screen with lights behind it, the largest measuring 25 by 80 feet.

The 1923 version was shot in a 35-mm format; an early two-color process was used for the prologue with the modern story shot in black and white for realism. But I’ve seen few prints lately that weren’t all black and white, and I imagine that most people have only seen it in the black-and-white, 35-mm format. In the fifties, the best color process was Technicolor™ (still is, for my money). At DeMille’s special request, the best lab man in town, a gentleman named Edward T. Rattray (who worked for Universal Studios), received all Ten Commandments film shipments from Egypt. Rattray stayed up nights at the Technicolor lab and personally oversaw all the developing while we were on location.

Chapman built a camera boom exclusively for DeMille’s needs in Egypt.2 And first cameraman Loyal Griggs took two Mitchell VistaVision cameras to Egypt, with boxes full of lenses specially ground to his specifications by Bob Gottcaulk.

The main reason everyone confuses these two movies into one (and me into Francis X. Bushman) is the identical Per-Rameses set3 that DeMille built for both versions. The dimensions of Pharaoh Sethi’s first city were—and I believe I’m right about this—750 feet wide and 109 feet high (considered the largest motion picture set ever built). And I can tell you for sure that the Gates of Tanis built at the Beni Yusef location in Egypt were a quarter of a mile long, 107 feet high, and duplicated the overall look of the 1923 version, with one notable exception: the Avenue of Sphinxes.

Someone in 1922 really goofed with that. It always bothers me when I see it: the 1923 sphinxes have breasts! Whatever were they thinking?! Those sphinxes are supposed to be the likeness of Sethi I. He didn’t have breasts! It’s the French Egyptian revival furniture of the early nineteenth century that put female sphinxes with breasts on chair arms and sofa backs.

Well, they obviously didn’t have Henry Noerdlinger researching
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