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				THE PAST IS A FOREIGN COUNTRY

				I remember where I sat.

				I was in the center of the spacious balcony of the Warner Hollywood Theater, an imposing Spanish-style movie palace on Hollywood Boulevard. The date was April 30, 1953, the second day of what was to be a record-setting long-run engagement of This Is Cinerama, a new wide-screen process. Seeing the film is one of my earliest, and most memorable, moviegoing experiences. Because, in retrospect, this semiforgotten artifact seems to me to be a quintessential midcentury product, a reflection of major artistic, cultural, and sociological currents of its era, it is a good place to begin this chronicle of Hollywood in the 1950s.

				Shrewdly, This Is Cinerama opens with a twelve-minute prologue presented on a small black-and-white screen in monaural sound. Our host, Lowell Thomas, the man who made Lawrence of Arabia famous, provides a brief historical overview of attempts, from early cave paintings to the drawings of Leonardo da Vinci to early silent films, to create illusions of movement and depth. The Great Train Robbery, the first narrative film, and excerpts from the work of silent-screen star Rudolph Valentino are shown. Seven decades on, I can remember watching the prologue in a state of increasing excitement, waiting for the modest black-and-white image and the monaural sound to vanish. And then, with expectation almost at the breaking point, Thomas, looking directly into the camera, uttered six thrilling words: “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Cinerama!” And as the curtains parted, we were engulfed by a curved, three-paneled screen that seemed to stretch as wide and as high as the limits of human vision while at the same time we were inundated by sounds that came at us from all directions, from the right, the center, and the left of the screen, from behind the screen, from the sides and the rear of the auditorium, as the camera placed us, with you-are-there immediacy, on the front seat of a roller coaster as it dips and glides, swerves and hurtles at breakneck speed over the tortuous course of a ride at the Rockaway Playland amusement park in New York. Delighted screams of riders are heard in off-screen space, but the ride is reserved for us alone—no passengers are visible within the frame. The squeals of the off-screen passengers and the sounds of the roller coaster accelerating and then grinding to a halt at the end of the journey are recorded with a layered amplification unprecedented in its lifelikeness. There are no cuts: the greatest ride in film history takes place in real time.
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						Welcome to the 1950s: the opening scene of This Is Cinerama (1952).

					
				
				Following the rock-the-house opening is a static, unedited long shot of a ballet sequence from Verdi’s Aida performed onstage at La Scala in Milan. The extended view of dancers seen from a distance and arranged horizontally across a vast proscenium stage is likely to try the patience of a contemporary audience, but as Thomas assures us, an uninterrupted recording of a ballet performance reveals the range of the new technology. Like the exhilarating whoop-de-do of the roller-coaster ride, “this, too, is Cinerama,” Thomas proudly proclaims.

				Cinerama’s first plane ride, a swooping helicopter shot over Niagara Falls, follows, succeeded by another static scene, the “Hallelujah” chorus from Handel’s Messiah as sung by the Long Island Choral Society. This segment, shown in black-and-white and filmed on the tennis court in Oyster Bay where the developers of Cinerama conducted experiments, is designed to display the directional stereophonic sound developed by Hazard Reeves. As the choristers slowly file into the frame, the sound follows their placement on the screen, swelling as the number of singers increases. Reeves’s bravura sound design is also highlighted in “Kilts and Tartans,” a recording of a procession of clans in Edinburgh: as the bagpipers move across the screen, the sound keeps pace with them, and as they exit the frame into off-screen space the sound gradually diminishes. A sequence featuring the Vienna Boys Choir, arranged in a horizontal band stretching across the screen as the camera remains in place observing them from a discreet medium shot, provides another display of Reeves’s virtuosity. When one of the boys has a solo, his voice soaring above those of his fellow singers, there is an aural close-up in which the sound of his voice issues with clarion crispness from the exact spot in which he stands.

				In “Venetian Boatmen,” we are privileged passengers on a smoothly gliding gondola. In “Toreador,” we are placed among the audience at a bullfight in Saragossa. In “Spanish Rhythm,” we have a side view of dancers and musicians in a village square in Spain. The bullfight and folk-dance scenes are presented in neutral, unedited long shots, and the absence of close-ups and intercutting to provide changes of perspective allows viewers to decide for themselves what to focus on in the expansive frame.

				Act 1 concludes with another scene from the Aida performance at La Scala. To accommodate the demands of Cinerama, additional lights had to be flown in from England at the last minute, and generators to supply sufficient current had to be gathered from all over Italy. The camera places us in an orchestra seat watching spectacular processions containing more than six hundred people. This time, however, there are changes in perspective: dazzling long shots of the audience seated in the horseshoe configuration of the opera house are interwoven with closer shots of the stage. Cinerama “decorum,” however, mandates a certain distance from the subject; we are never invited onto the stage, and there are no close-ups of any singers or dancers.

				Opera aficionados have long decried the performance as tacky in décor and staging, but isn’t that beside the point? The thrill is in the recording itself—the feat of containing the entire width and depth of the La Scala stage, and of capturing in one heroic, all-encompassing visual field hundreds of singers, dancers, and extras moving from stage right to stage left and from upstage to downstage.

				After the roller-coaster opening, act 1 is a leisurely, regally paced display of Cinerama’s capacities; indeed, This Is Cinerama may well be the most elaborate demo reel in the history of the moving image. Act 2 is a two-part homage to America, and underscores the fact that “Cinerama” is in fact an anagram for “American.” Where act 1 has an Old World stateliness, act 2, with a greater variety of movement and editing, is a patriotic display of native-born get-up-and-go, of all-American pep and energy. In the European section, Lowell Thomas’s commentary is a little stiff; on native grounds, he loosens up. The opening segment, at Cypress Gardens in Florida, an amusement park built out of the wilderness by an enterprising capitalist, Dick Pope, is an explosion of movement; mounted on a speedboat, the Cinerama camera slices through the water as it records the acrobatic skills of the daredevil skiers. The camera moves forward rather than sideways, because smooth horizontal movement across the three-paneled Cinerama screen was all but impossible to sustain. Forward rather than horizontal movement avoids or at least limits distortion, though at the edges of the frame the image bends and bows, as if the horizon is curling upward. In the skiing scenes, with the camera either in front of or behind the skiers, the primary focus is on the central panel as lush Florida foliage frames the athletes on the side panels.

				The next segment, “America the Beautiful,” an aerial tour of the American landscape from coast to coast, occupies, in the film’s vaudeville-like structure, the star turn, a drop-dead eleven o’clock production number. Ace pilot Paul Mantz, an air speed record holder, flew the plane, a converted B-25 bomber, while Harry Squire, the intrepid cinematographer, shot the landscape below with the Cinerama camera mounted in a specially built cone.

				Since neither the pilot nor the cinematographer is ever seen (the only trace of the plane itself is as an occasional shadow on the landscape below), the sequence skillfully creates the illusion that it is the viewer who is soaring over the glorious vistas, the viewer who has mastery over the engulfing image, the viewer who is made to feel as large as Cinerama itself. In its thrusting forward momentum, its “conquest” of space, the sustained flying sequence impressed emerging filmmaker Stanley Kubrick, who sixteen years later borrowed the flying motif of “America the Beautiful” for the climactic stargate journey in 2001: A Space Odyssey.

				In his self-promoting narration, Lowell Thomas promises that the film’s final act presents America “as you have never seen it before.” He was right. As the Cinerama plane soars and dips over pristine, snow-capped mountains, over airy plains and prairies and twisting multicolored canyons; as it glides over rivers, lakes, and streams sparkling in the sun, over cities whose thrusting skyscrapers reach heavenward, over industrial smokestacks issuing ribbons of smoke that in no way seem to pose an environmental hazard, America is enshrined as an enchanted realm, an immaculate, almost otherworldly place without crime or poverty or racism or, for that matter, people. The architectural canyons of New York; Pittsburgh inscribed, without irony, as an industrial crossroads, a city of power and steel; the majestic spread of the Golden Gate; the painterly vistas of the Grand Canyon; the spires of Mount Rainier, Mount Rushmore, and the Sierra Nevadas: these constitute a picture-perfect national portfolio enhanced by the swelling musical accompaniment, in lustrous seven-track magnetic stereo, of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir in a reverential performance of “America the Beautiful.” In the final shot, no longer at our privileged pilot’s seat, we look on as the Cinerama plane in a movement of transcendental ascension disappears into a bank of clouds as the camera seems to be telling us, “We can go no higher or farther; the next stop is a realm that exceeds representation.”

				A panoramic display of a triumphant nation, “America the Beautiful” is jingoism writ large, ratcheted up to epic proportion. This Is Cinerama uses its sight-and-sound majesty to enshrine America as the contemporary Promised Land, a vast country that after its decisive victory in World War II has become the new global epicenter of milk and honey, a repository of the best of the best in the best of all possible worlds. An American-made technological feat, Cinerama was confirmation of the country’s newfound global eminence, its commitment to expansion, consumerism, and abundance. The vastly enlarged size of the screen was analogous to the sprawling horizontal ranch houses that were the central architectural motif of rapidly expanding suburbs and to the shiny, elongated, gas-guzzling cars that were a midcentury craze.

				In its idealized view of America the Beautiful, This Is Cinerama presents the country as it wished to be seen on the world stage, as a land of plenty overflowing with the bounties of nature and industrialization. As well, the film’s relentlessly upbeat tone, its manicured surface, and its politeness confirm stereotypes about the era which, like all stereotypes, have a basis in truth. Yet paradoxically and revealingly, beneath the film’s commitment to presenting America as a sparkling oasis, there is a blemish, a technical flaw the film could not disguise: the seams between the three panels of the soaring curvilinear screen are visible, suggesting that the process was rushed to market before it was fully ready for prime time. (Throughout the original, three-strip Cinerama cycle—the last three-strip film was released in 1963—the seams were never erased.)

				

				—

				The “flaw” of Cinerama can be read as a sign of the era’s frayed, imperfect ability to maintain appearances. Indeed, while the (superficial) reputation of the 1950s is that it was bland, stodgy, smug, sexually repressed, and conformity-ridden, the reality was far more complicated—and far more interesting. Beneath the supposed dullness, insipidity, and complacent prosperity of Eisenhower’s America was a country riven by conflict and discontent.

				Like the age to which his name has been attached, President Dwight David Eisenhower was shrewder, subtler, and more complex than he is usually given credit for. The president’s smooth political style, his ability to work both sides of the aisle, his aura of affability—“I like Ike,” his winning campaign slogan, was a sentiment few Republicans or Democrats at the time would have disagreed with—were effective ways of guiding the country through one of the most divisive times in its history.

				In the grip of an escalating Cold War between the two world powers, the United States and the Soviet Union, America in the 1950s was a time of political anxiety. Fear and hatred of communists and communism swept through public and private life; those who were accused, and those who did the accusing, were caught up in a roundelay of insinuation and defamation. Jobs were lost, families destroyed, and lives ended as a culture of suspicion and surveillance took hold. Bland? Complacent? Hardly. Orchestrated by the notorious Senator Joseph McCarthy, with his cries of communists infesting Washington DC, America in the period of the Red Scare and the witch hunts was a house on fire. Until the presidency of Donald J. Trump political discourse in this country was never more heated than in the 1950s, as reflected in the battles between progressives and conservatives, liberals and reactionaries, communists and capitalists, Democrats and Republicans. And political disagreement never carried more deadly consequences. Many wounds inflicted during the era remain unhealed to the present. Important to keep in mind: the seeds of the counterculture revolution that erupted in the late 1960s were planted beneath the deceptively tidy surface of the Eisenhower years.

				Always a reliable litmus test, films reflect the culture that produces and consumes them. Is it a surprise, then, that the decade’s track record in upbeat comedies and romances is so slender whereas its portfolio of dark genres—noir thrillers about defeat and mischance; domestic melodramas festering with secrets and sexual repression; apocalyptic science-fiction tales and westerns roiling with paranoid political subtexts—is notably robust? Indeed, like the country whose moods it reflected, Hollywood during the seemingly prosperous and anodyne 1950s underwent a period of sustained high tension—until the ravages of the pandemic of 2020, it was the most turbulent decade in the history of the American filmmaking industry. Throughout the postwar era, Hollywood faced a raft of challenges to its survival.

				First and foremost was declining attendance. Statistics vary, but generally speaking, in 1940 there were about 80 million weekly moviegoers. In the war years, 1941–1945, that figure swelled to about 85 million. From 1945 through 1948, the number of weekly attendees reached an all-time high of 90 million. By 1950, however, attendance dropped off to about 60 million a week, and it continued to fall throughout the decade, settling in at around 40 million in 1960.

				Television, like Cinerama another new technology of the postwar era, is routinely cited as the major reason for the drop in weekly moviegoing. At the end of the war in 1945, there were fewer than ten thousand sets in American homes. By 1949, consumers began to buy televisions at the rate of approximately one hundred thousand every week. By 1950, there were six million sets; a decade later, in 1960, 90 percent of American homes had a television. Throughout the decade, as Hollywood struggled to lure patrons back into theaters, the threat of in-home entertainment was relentless.

				“Movies are better than ever” was a slogan the industry adopted as a way of attracting viewers out of their living rooms and dens, but what the mantra really meant was that movies were bigger, as well as more diverse, than ever. To survive, the industry had to introduce new formats, like Cinerama and other wide-screen processes such as CinemaScope and Todd-AO as well as 3-D, and to offer a wide range of new subjects.

				While television posed an external threat, the major studios also faced an internal challenge. In a landmark case decided on May 3, 1948, by the Supreme Court of the United States in a ruling known variously as the Hollywood Antitrust Case of 1948, the Paramount Decree, or the Consent Decree, the five major studios—Paramount, RKO, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Warner Bros., and 20th Century–Fox—were found to be operating in violation of the country’s antitrust laws. In a system known as block booking, the studios produced, distributed, and exhibited their films in their own chain of theaters; in effect, they were vertically integrated monopolies functioning in restraint of fair trade. By the terms of the Consent Decree, the studios were ordered to sell off their theaters, and without the security of block booking, the majors had to compete with independent producers for prime theatrical venues. Already traumatized by declining attendance figures and television, and fully aware of what selling their theaters meant—the decree put paid to their way of doing business—the studios were slow to comply with the terms of the decree. They sold their theaters at a plodding pace that delayed but could not prevent the demise of the studio system.

				Hollywood in the 1950s, then, marked the beginning of the end of the studio era, a golden age that had been in place since the 1920s. Throughout the postwar decade, as changes were on the march, the studios had to confront the fact that their business model was doomed. And toppled by death and deposition, the fabled moguls who had founded Hollywood and for decades had ruled their fiefdoms with tyrannical swagger began to disappear.

				As the studio system slowly but inexorably unraveled, the traditional seven-year contract also began to be dismantled. Actors, directors, producers, designers, cinematographers, and screenwriters who had had the protection of a major studio throughout their careers were suddenly cut loose. Those with the prestige and the power to negotiate lucrative salaries on a per-picture basis could make the kind of financial killing not possible under the studio contract system; but for many employees, the end of the studio era spelled the end of job security.

				In an era often accused by those who weren’t there (and who have only a superficial and congealed notion of 1950s America) of being resistant to change, the film industry confronted and introduced changes on every possible front. And in the face of chaos, a piling-up of assaults on its entrenched status quo, Hollywood reacted defensively and creatively, producing against (or perhaps because of) the odds some of the finest and most enduring films in its history. As it was fighting for survival, the American film industry in the dying days of the studio system adopted a go-for-broke, let’s-try-anything approach that provided a smorgasbord of offerings, from high-end adaptations of literary classics to down-and-dirty monster movies; from wide-screen mega-budget spectacles bursting with lavish sets and costumes to intimate family dramas shot in plainspoken black-and-white; from surreal, experimental musicals to overwrought screeds about communist infiltration.

				Laboring during this anxious interval to offer something for everyone, Hollywood in the 1950s was both the best and the worst of times.

				

				—

				“The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there” is the majestic opening sentence of The Go-Between, a novel about Edwardian England by L. P. Hartley published in 1953. It is a sentiment that has remained with me as I have been looking at and thinking about the films and the culture of the fifties and realizing that I am writing about a time long gone in more ways than one. Consigned to the past are not only the way Hollywood conducted its business, or the kinds of stories it chose to tell, or the impact of political clashes, but the prevailing style of filmmaking as well. Like the culture at large, films then moved at a slower pace than that of rat-a-tat, impatient, media-saturated “modern” times. A number of years ago, before I had formulated the idea of writing a comprehensive chronicle of the films of the 1950s, I experienced a clarifying moment about the different inflections of film language between the present and the long-ago past: dining with a group of colleagues in a crowded, trendy restaurant on Melrose Avenue in Los Angeles, I noticed that on a large flat screen in the bar area an “old” film, incongruously, was being shown. I knew right away what the film was: Peyton Place, the hit 1957 adaptation of Grace Metalious’s notorious best-selling novel of the time. Stealing occasional furtive glances away from my companions I was struck by how estranged the film was from the current aesthetic preferences for nonstop cutting, hyperactive camera movement, and insistent close-ups. The scene I was looking at, a long shot of Russ Tamblyn and Diane Varsi talking on a hilltop with a commanding view of the town of Peyton Place behind them, was filmed in leisurely long takes with minimal and “invisible” intercutting. Against the backdrop of a hip new restaurant, the film’s airy and spacious wide-screen framing seemed to be unfurling in a code that was no longer employed in movies and that I feared would not be appreciated by most contemporary moviegoers. In this setting, and looked at on the sly, Peyton Place seemed like an artifact, hieroglyphics from an abandoned system of communication. I was saddened.

				The next day I rented the film from Eddie Brandt’s Saturday Matinee, the legendary video store in North Hollywood. Watching the entire film with undivided attention, I was relieved: sedate, to be sure, when measured against the fragmentations of contemporary filmmaking, but Peyton Place is a well-made commercial product of its time.

				In a way, my shock in seeing—or more precisely, not seeing—Peyton Place on a flat screen in a packed restaurant prompted me to undertake this chronicle as a kind of rescue operation for the film practices of a period moving closer, year by passing year, to the status of a “foreign country.” As we move farther away from the postwar era, and as the period itself becomes encrusted and overlaid with—disfigured by—glib, patronizing, uninformed stereotyping, it becomes increasingly more challenging to recover the 1950s as they were experienced by those of us who were there. My perspective here has a dual focus: on the one hand, I attempt to present the films within the context of their own times, while (inevitably) I also regard them from the vantage point of the time, seven decades on, in which I am writing.

				My central theme is change, the kind that overtook the film industry in the 1950s. But there is as well another kind of change at work in the following pages: the kind that over the lengthening years between the present and the past has taken place within me. As I watched all the major and many minor films of the era, I was aware of my dual-perspective point of view. Reseeing many films I had first encountered during a decade when I aged from seven to seventeen, inevitably I kept running into my younger selves. The films hadn’t changed, but of course I had. These are the questions I kept asking: Which films did I respond to in ways that resembled my original reactions? Which ones was I now impatient with? Which films, despite changes in taste, style, and ideology, had passed the perilous test of time, and why? Which films disappointed, and why? Why and how could some films be reclaimed for contemporary audiences, and why are others most likely beyond recovery?

				Movies are at the mercy of the passage of time as well as the current mood of the viewer and the circumstances of viewing, whether at home, on the run on a streaming device, or in a theater. Frozen by the technology of reproduction, films don’t change, but where they are seen influences a viewer’s reaction. Today’s young audiences have no way of gauging what going to the movies was like in midcentury America. Back then, we saw films in large, architecturally flamboyant theaters designed in a variety of fanciful historical styles ranging from Spanish baroque to Mayan to Egyptian to neoclassical revival to Far Eastern. Unlike the anonymous multiplex auditoriums of the present, single-screen movie houses at midcentury were temples of entertainment with blinking neon marquees, enticing display cases, and spacious lobbies. The largest palaces could seat up to six thousand patrons; today we attend cheerless, featureless, small-sized screening rooms with seating capacities ranging from a mere thirty or forty up to “larger” houses of two hundred and fifty or three hundred.

				In the postwar decade, theatrical exhibition was both far grander and more patient than it has been ever since. Important movies opened in exclusive engagements in large downtown houses, after which the films would be screened in second- and third-run neighborhood theaters. “Event” films would be presented on a road-show basis, in advanced-price engagements at resplendent theaters with a policy of only two reserved-seat screenings a day. Then, the major studios were prepared to give their prestige products a leisurely rollout; in today’s saturation booking policy there are virtually no exclusive first-run showings, and a film’s financial fate is determined by the grosses of the opening weekend.

				The exhibition practices I grew up with and thought at the time would remain in place forever are more irrevocably lost than any other element of the film culture of midcentury America. I know that audience size and demographics have changed, never to return to the status quo of the time that was. But I ask: Is Ben-Hur seen at home on a large flat-screen television—or, banish the thought, on an iPhone—the same movie I saw on a monumental curved screen in the original reserved-seat engagement at the Egyptian Theatre on Hollywood Boulevard with its fanciful Hollywood-Egyptian décor?

				

				—

				“When will the book be done?” I was frequently asked by friends and colleagues over the long period of time I have worked on this volume, seeing and reseeing films, taking notes, poring over contemporary newspaper reviews and advertisements, and reading books about the culture and politics of the postwar decade. My answer was the standard one: “It will be done when it is done.” But what I wouldn’t say was that I didn’t want the process, of sifting and evaluating now as against then, measuring the claims of the present as against those of the past, to come to an end. To arrive at the kind of final reckoning that a published book announces seemed both intimidating and painful: a farewell to my younger self, to the decade of my growing up, to a time that the work of memory and nostalgia has, I realize, tinted with a seductive glow. “I’m too busy getting on with the present to take the time to reconnect with the past,” a childhood friend recently told me. “I feel no pull toward the time that we were all kids together.” That’s not how I feel, of course; I’m a historian, and so it is in the nature of my trade to connect with, to examine, to pore over, the past, to luxuriate in the fact of its pastness, which makes it easier both to navigate and to exert control over than the present, which moment to moment remains undetermined: in short, messy. The past is there, finished in a temporal and even spatial sense, waiting to be mapped and interpreted. “Over with,” in a sense, but not finished, not ever finished, the past nonetheless is easier to manage than the not-yet-worked-out conundrums of the present. For historians, the shelter of the past can be a kind of halfway house, a refuge from the clamor of the current moment.

				One repeated question I always enjoyed answering was “What year are you writing about now?”—to which I had a snappy answer. “I’m not writing chronologically; my structure is more sophisticated than that. I’m organizing chapters by theme rather than by year.” That answer always seemed to end the inquiry, at least for the moment.

				“Are you planning to see every film that was made in Hollywood in the 1950s?” I was asked, more than once. Although it sometimes felt that that was exactly what I was doing, of course that would have been an impossible goal. Some films are lost; and many below-the-radar B and C pictures, released on the bottom half of the double-bill programming that was standard throughout the decade, are forgotten by, or fully unknown to, even the most zealous completists and archivists of the period. At any rate, the vast underbrush of low-budget quickies—entertainment fodder intended for a fast playoff before plunging into eternal obscurity—is a subject for another writer.

				“How long have you been working on this subject?” was another routine question. My truthful answer: “About seventy years.”

				

				—

				A valid, recurrent inquiry was about the book’s focus, and its thematic through line. My standard response was that I couldn’t give a quick answer, because I was “covering the waterfront” in a wide-screen approach that included a look at internal studio politics; the emergence of new technologies; the impact of the Cold War and the devastating toll of the blacklist; broad shifts in film style and content; the curtain calls of Hollywood veterans and the debuts of a group of exciting new players. Pressed, I would define my main focus as the beginning of the end of the studio era as, brick by brick, the system throughout a time of upheaval started to come tumbling down in a wrenching process that would not be completed until the following decade.

				Because the gradual dissolution of the studio system had an impact on every phase of the industry in the postwar decade—it affected the shape and size of the screen as well as changes in subject matter and in the dramatis personae in front of and behind the camera—an account of the upheaval that occurred at each of the major studios is a necessary starting point. I begin with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, the studio that in its heyday boasted it had more stars than there are in heaven.
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			THE ROOMS AT THE TOP
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			SHOWDOWN AT TIFFANY’S

			The men who had founded the industry, and who for the most part were still in charge in the early postwar period, resisted change. They would have preferred conducting their business as they always had. But to keep up, to maintain their captains-of-industry status at a time of declining attendance and changes in taste, they had to adapt. And in the Hollywood of the 1950s, as tugs-of-war between old and new played out on an epic scale, most of the old-timers were unable to prevail, their reigns terminated one by one through death, retirement, and palace coups. By the end of the decade, only one old-time pioneer was still in business: the seemingly indefatigable Jack Warner.
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					Approaching the room at the top in Sunset Blvd., 1950.

				
			
			The most startling of the turnovers—a harbinger of things to come—occurred at the beginning of the decade, on May 30, 1951, when Louis B. Mayer, the most powerful czar in Hollywood history, who at one time was the highest-paid employee in the industry as well as the nation, was fired from the studio he had led since 1924, when Louis Mayer Productions had joined Metro. Mayer had been in charge of MGM for so long that he and his studio seemed inseparable. If a Hollywood titan, a founding father with seemingly unassailable authority, could be relieved of his job, what was in store for other heads of state? What, for that matter, was in store for Hollywood itself?

			For more than a quarter of a century, Mayer had been the potentate of a sizable kingdom: at its height, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer occupied a sprawling, 120-acre campus in Culver City that included twenty-four soundstages, over four thousand employees, vast outdoor lots with Main Streets and rows of houses of different eras and architectural styles, a lake, a jungle, a clinic, as well as a Little Red Schoolhouse for juvenile actors. No one in Hollywood’s golden age was more powerful or more feared than Mayer, an uneducated Jewish immigrant born in Russia in low circumstances who through pluck and determination ascended to the top. By turns ruthless and compassionate, tyrannical and paternal, money-grubbing and generous, foul-mouthed and pious, Louis B. Mayer was both loved and hated. A fiercely competitive buccaneer with a violent streak when crossed, he was also a family man (at any rate, a man who believed in family and family values) who divorced his first wife and who loved and was fiercely protective of his two daughters, Edith (from whom he was estranged at the time of his death) and Irene. Holding court in his imperial white office, Mayer was a cunning strategist and as great an actor as any of his stars. As the occasion demanded, and in order to get what he wanted, he could erupt on a dime in torrents of tears or anger or turn on the charm with high-wattage smiles.
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					Louis B. Mayer, the king of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, in the late 1940s.

				
			
			A staunch Republican and a friend of presidents, Mayer was a true-blue patriot who for the most part sponsored films tailored to his own conservative tastes. Resistant to overt message pictures on the one hand and to “artworks” on the other, he preferred stories that promoted an idealized image of family, home, and country. Meet Me in St. Louis, the family-centered, all-American 1944 musical, is the quintessential Louis B. Mayer movie, the product that exemplifies his (unchanging) goal of suffusing as many MGM offerings as possible with a utopian vision of America, the country he was proud to call his own. During his long regime Mayer, who had no artistic gifts and unlike most other moguls had no interest in producing, instituted a factorylike College of Cardinals structure under which the producer of a film had near-autocratic control. He divided the studio into separate departments headed by specialists answerable to a film’s producer. There were some strong directors under contract to MGM—George Cukor, Vincente Minnelli, and Clarence Brown, among others—but directorial eccentricity or auteurlike flourishes were discouraged, and most longtime employees were craftsmanlike loyalists such as Richard Thorpe, who knew how to function within the rules laid down by the boss. Although he never produced a single film, never directed a single shot or wrote a single line of dialogue, Mayer in an almost mystical sense influenced the MGM house style, and it was his ideas of “truth” and “beauty” that most MGM films promoted.

			A vivid example of the system that Mayer developed is revealed in Elia Kazan’s account of directing Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn in The Sea of Grass, a 1947 MGM film. Already a noted stage director, and under contract to 20th Century–Fox, Kazan (who won the Academy Award for his direction of Gentleman’s Agreement, released in 1947) was flattered when his services were requested by MGM, the studio he regarded as Hollywood’s finest. But as soon as he arrived in Culver City, he knew that the system was rigged against him. He saw that he was a hired hand who was not going to have input about the script, casting, costumes, or set design, all of which had been decided before his arrival. “My activity there…consisted of submitting to their organization and doing what I was told,” he noted. “By the time you’re brought on, things are already frozen…. Once you go on that particular roller coaster, control of the movie was no longer in your hands. That was the Metro system; you always had a producer [in this case, it was Pandro S. Berman] over you. Fox was the same. It was all in Zanuck’s hands.”

			“We are in the business of making beautiful pictures of beautiful people, and anyone who doesn’t go with that has no place here,” Mayer had warned Kazan before the director arrived on the mogul’s turf; and belatedly Kazan realized he should have listened, and walked in the other direction. When he signed on, however, Kazan believed that since the grasslands of the title were a crucial presence in the film, he would of course be shooting on location, where he would have a measure of artistic freedom. When he arrived, however, he was informed by Berman that the background footage had already been shot and would be projected behind the actors on an MGM sound stage. At the same time, from art director Cedric Gibbons he learned that all the sets, which Kazan regarded as “ ‘tastefully’ decorated and furnished,” had already been designed and approved. Walter Plunkett’s costumes, also designed before the director’s arrival, were equally “tasteful”—and equally false for a realistic rendering of character and story. “They were star costumes,” Kazan said. “The things Lutie [Hepburn’s character] wore were not the things a girl going out West to marry a cattle rancher would take out with her, even if she was from Boston, let alone St. Louis [which is where the character is from]. They were not period things. They made her look pretty. Every time she went into the bathroom, she’d come out with another dress on.” After the film’s premiere, some of Kazan’s New York friends told him that “my stars look as if they were dressed for a Beverly Hills costume party. ‘Come as Mr. and Mrs. Cattle Baron.’

			“I had come out eager for a new adventure and been duped into a perfectly structured organization that turned out product, so many films per year,” Kazan recalled. “MGM was an industrial compound. That was the way it worked. At the studio, all decisions were made by men who made the machine run.”

			Berman, Plunkett, and Gibbons, who were working under and for Mayer in order to “make the machine run,” were only a prelude to Kazan’s head-on collision with the film’s stars. Early on, Kazan realized that he could not direct them, that, in the deepest sense, they were immune to directing and to the pursuit of psychological and emotional truth that was his focus. Kazan saw that the only “truth” Tracy and Hepburn were dedicated to was protecting their star images. To appease their fans, and to satisfy their own sense of their star status, they were determined to play “Tracy” and “Hepburn” exactly as their audience expected and wanted. Although Kazan had some grudging respect for Tracy “when he acted on a simple level that he understood,” he was unable to penetrate the actor’s barrier and was disheartened when Tracy delivered almost every line with the same inflection in a style of studied “simplicity” detached from any inkling of inner life. For Hepburn, he had nothing but scorn. “She was out of the old Theatre Guild, she aspired to be like Katharine Cornell or Lynn Fontanne. Stars of that ilk had a duty to their audiences to uphold a certain image of glamour, heroism, and bravery. A star never did anything wrong. It’s completely artificial. People are not like that at all. Essentially, it’s the tradition of the nineteenth-century theater carried over, milked down, and transposed. It was still going on in the 1940s with certain directors. Hitchcock and Howard Hawks continued even longer. But I think I had a lot to do with changing it,” Kazan claimed, correctly.

			Dejected, Kazan watched two smug, unreachable actors give performances of unblemished artificiality. In voice and bearing, in their arsenal of carefully calculated smiles and gestures, employed to get audiences to admire them, Tracy and Hepburn are imprisoned in their star iconographies. Kazan quotes with approval a contemporary review: “Tracy and Hepburn wander through a lavish production like thoroughbred somnambulists.” “I look at the film now and think I must have been out of my mind,” Kazan recalled. “And the thing is, I knew it at the time. It was embarrassing to me.” In his autobiography, Kazan cited The Sea of Grass as “the only picture I’ve ever made that I’m ashamed of. Don’t see it.”

			The Sea of Grass is indeed a full-scale rendering, at its worst, of Mayer’s beauty-is-all aesthetic. But this impoverished film, a western containing not a single image of the real West, is not the final measure of Mayer’s credo or his skill as an executive in charge of production. When the material called for and supported Mayer’s ideal, “making beautiful pictures of beautiful people,” MGM fully earned its reputation as the Tiffany’s of Hollywood.

			In the end, Mayer was the victim of the division-of-spoils arrangement that was the way Hollywood conducted business: films were made in Hollywood, but they were financed in New York. Mayer on the West Coast was in charge of the factory on a day-to-day basis, while financial control was based in New York under the direction of Nicholas Schenck. And from the beginning of his long tenure, Mayer had been engaged in a battle with the New York–based CEO. Schenck and Mayer could cover their mutual resentment—the two men did not last for so long at the top without developing skills in subterfuge and diplomacy—but they did not like each other. It never ceased to irritate Mayer that for all the power he wielded on the campus in Culver City, he was ultimately accountable to the man in New York who was in charge of the money.

			Dore Schary, who was to replace Mayer as head of production, noted the sharp differences between the two titans. “Mayer, while always well-groomed, was surrounded by a faint glimmer of crudeness,” Schary observed. “His language would easily lapse into primitive speech. He had on many occasions used his fists when he lost his temper…. His body language was vigorous and he prided himself on his strength…. Schenck was dapper, a small man with heavy-lensed glasses…. Schenck moved with short steps, his body slightly bent forward. Mayer strode—ready for battle…. Schenck had a facility for appearing reasonable, yielding, quiet, and he was aware that he was very charming. But he turned his back on overt battle…. His language was mild. His manners in the office or at a restaurant were impeccable. He greeted you by standing up. Mayer seldom did that…. Schenck’s style was quiet, reserved, gentlemanly. Both men were respected and feared by their staffs. However, it was clear from the history of these two men that if seriously challenged, L.B. would maul you to death—Nick would do you in with a cyanide cocktail.”

			Schary noted that Schenck would always speak in polite terms about Mayer while Mayer would explode in fury talking about Schenck. “Don’t trust him,” he warned Schary. “He’ll bring you caviar when you leave New York and flowers in your room when you get back there…but he’s only smiles and caviar and roses and the rest of him is shit.”

			For decades, Mayer despite his resentment and his temper had been able to maintain a veneer of cordiality with Schenck. But it was a delicate balance that began to fray in the late 1940s when along with other studios Metro’s profits started to slide and Mayer’s programming was not as attuned to popular tastes as it had been for over two decades. Facing uncertainty for the first time, Mayer felt he needed a younger man at his side, and with the encouragement of Schenck, he hired Dore Schary, who at the time was in charge of production at RKO. At first, Mayer regarded Schary as a replacement for Irving Thalberg, the brilliant young producer with whom he had run the studio from 1925 until Thalberg’s untimely death, at age thirty-seven, in 1936. As Thalberg had been, Schary was to be in charge of day-to-day production while Mayer was to be the CEO, leading the studio from his expansive white office. It was, in fact, a precarious division of power, one that Mayer in the Thalberg era had been able to manage with greater focus and control than in the postwar period when the studio was entering a period of financial peril and Mayer himself was engaged in an escalating war of nerves with his East Coast vis-à-vis. Mayer’s relationship with Thalberg had been fraught—could any relationship with L.B. have been other than fraught?—but Mayer had managed to retain the balance of power. Despite the eruptions that regularly punctuated their comanagement, Mayer and Thalberg had worked out a method of mutual survival.

			Thalberg may have been more highbrow than Mayer (almost anyone would have been), but their sensibilities were more alike than different, and in fundamental ways they agreed about what “MGM” should stand for. As Mayer should have spotted, however, Dore Schary was a different breed altogether. Where Mayer above all was dedicated to an idealized view of family and America and to the canons of what he considered to be good taste, Schary was devoted to another metric. Where Mayer appreciated spectacle, romance, music, color, and physical beauty, Schary’s preference was message movies in black-and-white. Where Mayer was a conservative Republican (who wanted movies to be apolitical, at least on the surface), Schary was a leading Hollywood liberal and an activist who wanted movies to express the causes to which he himself was committed. Where Mayer was (reasonably) open to the technologies—Cinerama, 3-D, and CinemaScope—that swept the industry at the beginning of the decade, Schary was opposed to each of them. Moreover, he had little fondness for or interest in the original movie musical, the genre in which MGM had amassed its greatest track record.
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					MGM’s twenty-fifth anniversary in 1949: Louis B. Mayer is near the end of his reign, surrounded by producer Harry Rapf (right) and Mayer’s successor-in-waiting, Dore Schary.

				
			
			Why was Dore Schary, an earnest, socially committed liberal who shunned movies that promoted glamour and that adhered to Mayer’s notions of “good taste,” hired to guide the fortunes of the “heavenly” studio? Schary had an impressive résumé. After eight years (1933–1941) as a screenwriter—his credits include Broadway Melody of 1940, Boys Town (1938), Young Tom Edison (1940), and Edison, the Man (1940) for MGM; The Girl from Scotland Yard (1937) and Her Master’s Voice (1938) for Paramount—he was placed in charge of low-budget films at MGM. On the job for two years, from 1941 to 1943, he supervised such features as Joe Smith, American (1942), Nazi Agent (1942), Grand Central Murder (1942), Journey for Margaret (1942), and Lassie Come Home (1943). He left Metro to work for David O. Selznick, where, under the banner of Dore Schary Productions, he presented five films, including such popular titles as The Spiral Staircase (1946), The Farmer’s Daughter (1947), and The Bachelor and the Bobby-Soxer (1947). In January 1947 he was hired as executive vice president in charge of production at RKO, where he stayed through June 1948. At RKO, a studio in perpetual disarray, Schary enjoyed an autonomy that would not have been available to him at the more corporate-minded and far-better-run MGM. During his tenure at RKO Schary supported a number of worthy films, including Mourning Becomes Electra (1947), The Boy with Green Hair (1948), I Remember Mama (1948), and Fort Apache (1949), and continued the house tradition of welcoming great directors, among them George Stevens and two promising newcomers, Joseph Losey and Nicholas Ray. The strongest work on Schary’s watch was in film noir—dark, moody crime thrillers like Out of the Past (1947), Crossfire (1947), They Won’t Believe Me (1947), They Live by Night (1948), and The Window (1949).

			Produced by Adrian Scott and directed by Edward Dmytryk, former communists who were to become two of the Hollywood Ten, jailed for their refusal to cooperate with a congressional committee investigating alleged communist infiltration in the movie industry, Crossfire was the most important feature that Schary sponsored during his brief year and a half at RKO. The film, which received five Academy Award nominations, including one for Best Picture, touches on a subject, anti-Semitism, which, post-Holocaust, the Jewish moguls who ran the industry were anxious to avoid. Crossfire is also one of the most forceful postwar dramas about the difficulties of veterans reentering the changing fabric of American society; fearful and insecure, the former soldiers seem to have nothing but time on their hands as they play cards in dingy rooms and hang out in dive bars, dance halls, and open-all-night movie houses—places that exude loneliness and despair. To Louis Mayer, a film like Crossfire would have seemed bad form on two counts: its exposure of anti-Semitism in the military as well as its depiction of veterans eking out marginal lives in the city’s tenderloin. But Dore Schary was drawn to the material precisely because it dealt with the risky subject matter. “For years I had worked in the fetid field of combating anti-Semitism and I knew something about the stream current of hatred,” he recalled.

			When the communist backgrounds of the film’s producer and director were revealed, Schary refused to fire them even after N. Peter Rathvon, RKO’s president, ordered him to. Rathvon himself fired Scott and Dmytryk.

			Schary’s problems with the conservative RKO leadership were minor compared to the disarray he faced once Howard Hughes took over the studio in May 1948. Schary sensed right away that he and the erratic billionaire would be ill suited to each other and that as a result, his time at the studio would be limited. And so it proved to be: Schary remained on the job less than a month after Hughes took control of RKO. When Hughes asked him to fire Barbara Bel Geddes from Caught, a film noir directed by Max Ophuls that was in production—Hughes felt the actress had no sex appeal—Schary refused. When Hughes shot back by telling him that Battleground, a World War II drama that was Schary’s personal project, was being taken off the production schedule, Schary quit on the spot. “I told him he was doing what I had feared he would do—that he wanted a messenger boy, not a studio head. I ended by telling him that he had my oral resignation and that by morning my written one would be in his hand.”

			Despite the important films he produced and supervised, RKO under Schary’s management posted a net loss of more than five million dollars. Nonetheless, his track record won respect in the industry; and only a few days after he had announced his departure from RKO, he received a call from Louis Mayer’s secretary, Lillie Messinger, asking him to come in to see her boss. The interview was successful—Mayer liked Schary’s energy and his resolve—and offered him the position of vice president in charge of production at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Schary reported to work on July 14, 1948, only two weeks after he had handed his resignation to Hughes. His salary was princely: five thousand dollars a week.

			Schary was head of production; Mayer was captain of the ship. At first, Mayer was pleased with his new hire. He liked him personally and made attempts to befriend him, because he knew he needed an in-house ally against his nemesis in New York. But he must also have noted, and fairly early on, that he and Schary were basically incompatible, not only in artistic taste but also in the different ways they related to employees, to family, to the outside world, and to being Jewish. Mayer was a secular, nonobservant Jew, Schary was conscientious in his Judaism and devoted to Jewish causes, including the new country of Israel. The two men could never have been close even if on-the-job tensions had not quickly escalated.

			After a brief honeymoon period, Mayer, who had been running the Culver City shop for a quarter of a century, began to resent Schary, whom he perceived as a rival rather than an ally. He disliked having to compete with a young upstart for the attention and favor of Nicholas Schenck. Feeling he had to protect himself, Mayer in a tactical blunder began to issue explosive tirades to Schenck against Schary. “Believe me, I’ll be here long after Dore Schary and all the other pricks around him,” Mayer exploded in a typical outburst to Schenck. “I’ve had them sniping at me before. Where in the hell are they now? The pictures made by Irving Thalberg and me had heart. They entertained. They made MGM the greatest studio in the history of Hollywood. Let Schary play up to the schwarzes and the pinkos. See where it gets him. Do you know what the most successful movies ever made were? Andy Hardy. Clean, wholesome and with heart. Not one goddamn message in them. As for Schary, fuck him.” By November 1950, Mayer and Schary communicated only rarely.

			In a fateful letter to Schenck, Mayer, after describing Schary as an egomaniacal, publicity-seeking message-monger who used movies for political propaganda, issued an ultimatum: he could no longer work with Schary, and Schenck would have to make a choice between him and the new employee. To the shock of Hollywood, Schenck chose Schary. A May 30, 1951, press release that sent tremors throughout the industry announced that within ten days L. B. Mayer would leave his position.

			Could Mayer really have believed he would be the chosen one? After all, he had been worried that Schary had been currying Schenck’s favor and that Schenck seemed to be siding with Schary in most of the disputes between Culver City and New York. Could his ultimatum to Schenck have been a willful act that Mayer knew would end with his deposition? Did he, at sixty-six (beyond retirement age in 1951), feel that perhaps it was time to withdraw? Was he worried that he had lost his touch, as the studio’s declining postwar grosses seemed to indicate? Did he feel he was past his prime and that the industry was heading into perilous terrain he might not be able to conquer?

			After his abrupt departure, however, Mayer did not retire: the role of a sidelined elder statesman was not one he could play. At different times over his post-MGM years, he announced intentions to produce a new version of his favorite operetta, Blossom Time; an adaptation of Paint Your Wagon, a 1951 Broadway musical; and a biblical epic based on Thomas Mann’s novel Joseph and His Brothers. Only Paint Your Wagon was produced, but not by Mayer. In late 1952 Mayer became chairman of the board of Cinerama, a poorly managed company unable to capitalize on the box-office success of This Is Cinerama. Although Cinerama needed the kind of executive skills Mayer ought to have been able to provide, he was more or less an absentee chair. By March 1953 he was the largest single stockholder in Cinerama; the following year, in November 1954, he assumed a crucial role in arranging the sale of the company to the more solvent and better-managed Stanley-Warner Theater Corporation; but at the end of November he abruptly terminated his association with Cinerama.

			When MGM tumbled into full-scale chaos at the end of 1956, Mayer announced that he might return to the studio “if the right people in New York get control.” He was vague about who those “right people” might be. “All I can say is that if management is right and they ask me to help at the studio, I’d be glad to help.” An article in the Los Angeles Times on December 25, 1956, reported that “throughout the film industry there have been rumors that only the return of Mayer could quiet stockholder groups which have been openly critical of the policies of Loew’s in recent months.” As a solution to the studio’s continuing problems, Mayer suggested a business model, a program of expensive spectacles produced by independent units that would be given profit participation, which was radically different from the one he had formulated during his reign. Joe Vogel in New York, decidedly not among the “right people” Mayer had postulated, waged a heated campaign to block Mayer’s return. “The stockholders and the entire motion picture industry are well aware of Mayer’s record when he was in supreme command at the studio,” Vogel declared. “During his tenure of twenty-seven years, he received over $20,000,000 in compensation. In the last three years of Mayer’s sole authority as the studio head, in 1947, 1948, and 1949, the pictures released lost about $9 million. This is the man who…is attempting to recapture his position.”

			Successfully blocked by Vogel, Mayer was unable to win the support of a necessary majority of the Loew’s board, and by the summer of 1957 his “comeback” was effectively derailed. But even if his takeover bid had succeeded, would he have been able to do the job? Photos of Mayer in his post-MGM years reveal a man shrunken in carriage and demeanor, his formerly combative stance replaced by something else, an aura of defeat. In many photos with his second wife, Lorena, he looks hurt, almost apologetic, the ferocity of the fabled Lion of Hollywood barely detectable. Even if he had returned to MGM, he would not have been able to take charge, because over the summer of 1957 his health rapidly declined, and he died, at seventy-two, on October 29, 1957.

			“As time went on, I felt a twinge of sympathy for Mayer,” Dore Schary recalled in his memoir, offering an assessment of the man who had both loved and hated him. “He had been abandoned by those he had aided, but I knew that when my turn came to exit through the doorway, no one could come along with me. Why should they? Why should they have followed Mayer? They had their own fish to fry…. [Mayer] could have stayed on as a consultant, done little or no work, and yet retained standing and reputation in the community. But he had no inner life to sustain him. All he had was bitterness and a burning yen for revenge.”

			

			—

			When Mayer offered him the job of vice president in charge of production, Schary accepted on the spot, but he had concerns about MGM. “I knew that MGM since the end of the war had fallen into disarray. It was ridden with conflict, envy, and rivalry. It was peopled with employees who had been there for years—spoiled and wasteful, and yet many of them talented but hobbled by the old College of Cardinals system inaugurated by Mayer. I wanted no part of that system and told that to L.B.” Mayer assured Schary that none of the producers and heads of departments would have any power over him. Nonetheless, as he should have been, Schary remained uncertain about how he and Mayer would share their responsibility. All he was sure of was that both he and Mayer had to report to the New York office.

			Both Mayer and his new employee loved movies and wanted to make good ones that expressed the values they lived by. According to their own convictions, both believed in making films of quality while also paying attention to the bottom line.

			Although he had a more affable persona than Mayer, Schary, like Irving Thalberg, was cunning, something of a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Indeed, Schary would not have had the kind of career that had drawn Mayer’s attention if he did not have a fierce streak. Lacking that, he would not have been a good choice for the job; having it, he represented a threat to Mayer.

			When Schary came from RKO to MGM, a condition of his employment was that he be allowed to bring over Battleground, a project in development. At first, Mayer hesitated in his support of the film; the subject was too grim for his taste, and he had concerns about its box-office potential. But Schary would not budge. If Mayer did not sign off on the film, Schary said, he could not remain on the job. Mayer okayed the project.

			Released near the end of 1949, Battleground was decidedly a Dore Schary rather than a Louis B. Mayer production. Filmed in black-and-white on a tight budget in controlled studio conditions, and with no score except at the beginning and the end, Battleground is a series of vignettes about an American platoon that holds out against the German advance at Bastogne, a crucial theater of action in World War II. Swirling with mist and snow, the weather is punishing until the end, when the sky brightens as the US Air Force comes to the rescue and the faces of soldiers seem lit by a heavenly source. At the time, the film, directed by William Wellman, was received as a brave work in a neorealist style modeled on Roberto Rossellini’s Open City, made in Italy in 1945. “Battleground is the best of the World War II pictures that have yet been made in Hollywood,” Bosley Crowther wrote in his November 12, 1949, review in The New York Times. “Mr. Schary and his associates in their witheringly authentic Battleground have crystallized the personal ‘feel’ of warfare so that it has the sharpness and clarity of a cold white gem.”

			Pleased with Schary’s sober war movie, Nicholas Schenck mandated a world premiere at the Egyptian in Hollywood. There was music in the redecorated forecourt of the historic theater, and on the stage the eighty-man 6th Army Band played selections by Sousa. Schary greeted an audience of show-business and political notables, members of the cast, and Louis B. Mayer. This was Schary’s night. He was in the spotlight accepting applause for producing an important film while Mayer was sitting in the audience smiling tensely. In public Mayer expressed pride in Schary’s achievement, but in his post-MGM exile he cited the film as “the beginning of the end for MGM—because it convinced both Nick Schenck and Dore Schary that Schary was infallible.”

			Nominated for an Academy Award as the best picture of the year, Battleground gave Schary a strong start at the studio. Emboldened, he personally produced two more against-the-MGM-grain films, The Next Voice You Hear (1950) and Go for Broke (1951). The latter, written and directed by Robert Pirosh, who had won an Academy Award for his screenplay for Battleground, addresses an overlooked subject, Japanese Americans in the military, and includes references to the internment camps for Japanese Americans set up in the aftermath of the attack on Pearl Harbor. Although the film does not depict the camps, a source of American shame that American films have continued to ignore, the fact that a mainstream Hollywood film in 1951 acknowledged their existence, as well as the segregation of the Nisei within the military, was significant. The film did not do well financially, but it certified Schary’s status as a high-minded liberal dedicated to making movies based on his own beliefs. Once again, Mayer nodded in apparent approval of Schary’s unconventional movie, but privately he was dismayed by a film that violated the MGM brand he had been nurturing for decades.

			In a different way, The Next Voice You Hear was another norm-defying project. Schary was drawn to it in part because it challenged industry wisdom. “All we had to go on were the axioms that ‘message’ pictures drive people away from the theaters, and religion is poison at the box-office. We would have both.” The Next Voice You Hear is a modestly budgeted film about Mary and Joseph Smith, the Holy Family in an unnamed postwar American suburb, visited by the voice of God. To play the Smiths, Schary, defying Mayer’s belief in star casting, chose two lesser-known MGM contract players, James Whitmore and Nancy Davis (the future Mrs. Ronald Reagan). Attractive but not glamorous, Whitmore and Davis look (and act) like real people rather than manicured movie stars. When the film became an unexpected hit, it bolstered Schary’s stature at the studio, suggesting that he was able to connect to the zeitgeist in a way that the aging Mayer no longer seemed able to do, and confirmed Schary’s conviction that stories about “decent people doing good things could be made dramatically interesting and exciting, and that the public would accept such pictures.”

			The film’s religious intent is announced in the written prologue, a quote from the first book of Samuel, chapter 3, verse 7: “Neither was the Word of the Lord yet revealed unto him.” A chapter title, “The First Day, Tuesday,” follows—the narrative is to be divided into seven chapters, recapitulating the seven-day wonder of God’s creation of the universe. The imposing setup is followed by a humble, vernacular kitchen scene in which the Smiths, Joe and Mary and their son, Johnny (Gary Gray), are having breakfast. As they begin an ordinary day, their conversation and behavior are inconsequential. Mary, pregnant, an attentive, patient wife and mother, smiles lovingly when Joe and Johnny make an irritating sound crunching their morning cereal. Joe grumbles about his boss; Johnny talks about his paper route. Late for work and as always locked in battle with the stubborn engine of his car, Joe backs out of the driveway in a careless rush.
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					Dore Schary’s MGM: The Holy Family in America, Joe and Mary Smith (James Whitmore and Nancy Davis), their son (Gary Gray), and Mary’s aunt (Lillian Bronson), saying grace in their postwar suburban tract home, in The Next Voice You Hear (1950).

				
			
			The film’s verisimilitude is intercepted by a statement from Joe, who reports that at work he heard the Voice of God on the radio telling listeners, “I’ll be with you for the next few days.” Knowing its limits, the film never attempts to present the Voice directly—messages from above are reported by characters like Joe who have heard them off-screen. At first, the Smiths are skeptical. “Maybe it was one of those Orson Welles things,” Mary suggests when Joe tells her what the Voice said. “Did it sound like Lionel Barrymore?” she asks. “It sure was a wonderful voice,” Joe muses. The first day ends with a close-up of Mary looking thoughtful.

			On the second day, Wednesday, Joe takes his son’s place delivering papers because Johnny has a sore throat. As he often is in the morning, Joe is cranky, out of sorts, and he encounters equally cranky customers, including his mean boss, Mr. Brannan (Art Smith) (“He’s a drip”), as well as a snarling dog. Adding to his grievances, the icebox acts up and his car won’t start, at least not without a struggle; roaring out of his driveway he is stopped by a motorcycle officer (George Chandler) who Joe is convinced has it in for him. On the second day it is Mary who, having heard the Voice on the radio, transcribes the Word to Joe. “The Voice was on again. He said He was advised to perform miracles.” After a day of petty aggravations, Joe isn’t in a receptive mood: “It can’t be God,” he says. “Do you know?” Mary counters. As if reflecting Joe’s doubt, a radio announcer proclaims the Voice “a well-planned hoax.” Mary, however, is beginning to be moved by the messages. “Did He sound like He was talking just to you?” she asks Joe in a plaintive tone.

			On the third day, one of Joe’s coworkers at the factory asks, “Do you think the Russians are doing it?” After the message of the day has been transcribed for us—“Must I perform miracles in order to make you believe?” the Voice asks—there is a shake-the-rafters thunderstorm that terrifies Mary. The fourth day brings abundant
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