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Howard Hawks with Marilyn Monroe and George Winslow on the set of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953) (courtesy of L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)
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Preface

‘Who the Hell Is Howard Hawks?’

James V. D’Arc

The title for this preface is that used by Robin Wood – in a 1969 issue of Focus! – whose landmark study on the director published the year before did much to initiate future examinations of Hawks’s body of work. Now, however, the question invokes the past tense, much like the reply that Scrooge received from the ghost of Jacob Marley in A Christmas Carol: ‘Don’t ask me who I am. Ask me who I was.’ This thoughtful volume that you hold in your hands does much to reflect continued interest in a man who was ranked in numerous polls, from Movie to Sight and Sound, as one of the greatest film directors of all time.

My contribution to this question of who Howard Hawks was comes from pondering on my visit to his home in Palm Springs, California, when, as an archivist, I had come to collect for Brigham Young University the accumulation of papers, scripts, photographs and memorabilia that would eventually constitute the Howard Hawks Papers. That visit in April 1977 was not to a sprawling estate protected by gates and surrounded by a meticulously manicured lawn and garden – the home that one might expect of a man who had lived in beautiful houses in the fashionable Brentwood district of Los Angeles; rather, it was a modest white brick rambler with perhaps two or three bedrooms and a backyard patio surrounded by patches of grass struggling to survive in the desert climate. The door opened to reveal a trim, fit man dressed simply in a white t-shirt, blue jeans and the noticeably neat moustache that he sported during his final years.

The legendary director greeted my associate and myself as he welcomed us into his home with a low, almost guttural growl of ‘Hello. Come on in’. No movie posters, plaques or memorabilia lined the walls or sat on shelves. There was nothing to give away the accomplished past of the director of The Dawn Patrol, Scarface, Twentieth Century, Only Angels Have Wings, His Girl Friday, Sergeant York, Air Force, The Big Sleep, Red River, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and Hatari!. There was no boasting of films that he had produced and directed, no tales offered up of how he’d been wronged by any number of studio bosses, and there were no getting-even accounts. In fact, he seemed to not really care about the string of now highly regarded classics that he had made. ‘When a film was finished, I didn’t think about it anymore,’ he said, ‘I was on to the next project.’ His demeanour with me confirmed what Richard Schickel wrote after his extended visit to Hawks: ‘He will not sue for attention or favor. On screen and in person he wants you to come to him to discover the merits in his work and in himself which he knows are there.’
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Howard Hawks at his Palm Springs home with James V. D’Arc, April 1977 (Photo: Nelson Wadworth. Courtesy of L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University)



Hawks was polite and self-effacing as he guided us into bedrooms with their bedspreads littered with a few correspondence files, scripts and photographs. Unfortunately, what remained of the record of his career was significantly fragmented as there were multiple versions of scripts for To Have and Have Not, Red River and The Big Sleep, but none from some of his other films. Garage fires and careless secretaries over the years accounted for the numerous gaps in the historical record, he said. Our visit was brief as we gathered up the items he had laid out. However, when I asked whether there were any other items to collect, perhaps more photographs, he led us outside to the backyard patio and pointed to a tall filing cabinet. Opening it, he invited us to ‘Take anything you like.’ It was full of photographs, including many of his famous discovery, Lauren Bacall, whom his then-wife Nancy ‘Slim’ Gross had noticed on the cover of a wartime issue of Harper’s Bazaar. This sighting had led to Bacall visiting California and signing an exclusive contract with Hawks and his business partner, the flamboyant talent agent and producer Charles K. Feldman.

Before leaving, I sat down with Hawks to arrange for a return trip in order to conduct an oral history. He graciously consented to this after I had prepared questions suggested by materials in his collection. He was open to such a meeting: ‘Ask me anything you like,’ he said. Unfortunately, his death only eight months later in December rendered this impossible. As we drove away, my colleague and I talked about what had happened. Robin Wood’s Howard Hawks had been out just under ten years. Schickel’s fine instalment on Hawks for his television series, The Men Who Made the Movies, had come out in 1973, and the companion book was published two years later. Nevertheless, aside from film scholars, the question was not just who was Howard Hawks, but who among the general public cared? That was one of the prime reasons that I sought out Hawks in his desert abode, the culmination of weeks of telephone calls to invite him to place his papers at Brigham Young University. An archival record that would be available to the public, I reasoned, should stimulate continued interest and research in this jack-of-all-genres director. Thankfully, I think that it has, and so has the increased availability of his work through film retrospectives and home-video formats. The significance of who Howard Hawks was relates directly to who he is to us and why he matters. Appropriately then, this volume effectively addresses those questions about the director whose films, in the words of Andrew Sarris, ‘were good, clean, direct, functional cinema, perhaps the most distinctively American cinema of all’. That this book bears the simple, straightforward title of Howard Hawks is something that I think the no-frills Hawks whom I met in the last year of his life would have liked.


He was a keen properties man and very clever with his hands. … He was fascinated with the mechanics of design. He wanted to know all about how things happened, how the people lived and what were their hierarchies and ceremonies. But he was also the world’s biggest bluffer, capable of making you instantly believe in the unlikeliest of stories which he recounted with a totally straight face.

Alexandre Trauner, Production Designer on Land of the Pharaohs

(1955) from Décors de Cinéma: Entretiens avec Jean-Pierre

Berthomé (Paris: Jade-Flammarion, 1988),

translated byJulia Cooper




Introduction

‘Who the Hell Is Howard Hawks?’

Ian Brookes

Hawks has always, perhaps purposely, been an undefined figure.

Peter Bogdanovich1

In the 1950s, a young film fan called Eugene Archer was planning a book about six of the most important American film directors: John Ford, John Huston, Elia Kazan, George Stevens, William Wyler and Fred Zinnemann. On a Fulbright to Paris, Archer became an habitué of the Cinémathèque Française and an avid reader of Cahiers du cinéma, discovering there that French critics were unimpressed by the pantheon of directors in his proposed study and were instead championing Alfred Hitchcock and Howard Hawks. Hitchcock was well enough known, certainly, but Hawks hardly at all. Archer wrote to his friend, the New York film critic Andrew Sarris, asking: ‘Who the Hell Is Howard Hawks?’ ‘Archer and I thought we knew all about Hitchcock,’ Sarris later recalled. ‘But Hawks? Who was he? And why were the French taking him so seriously?’ Sarris recounted how François Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard ‘were just crazy about Hawks. And especially at that time, Rio Bravo [1959] had just come out, and that was, to them, huge. And here, people just thought it was another western.’2

Sarris’s anecdote serves to bring together some of the main issues and key players in the knotty problem of locating Howard Hawks. In 1950s’ Paris, Archer found himself in the thick of a cineaste culture that was forging a new agenda for film theory and criticism, and taking Hollywood seriously when American criticism, such as it then was, did not. Archer’s question continues to reverberate: it recurred as the title of a 1967 article by Robin Wood, and another in 2002 by Peter Wollen, each of whom would become influential figures in shaping Hawks’s reputation.3

Although Hawks made some of Hollywood’s most critically acclaimed and enduringly popular films, he remains something of a marginalised figure. And although he is acknowledged in some quarters as an important auteur in American cinema, he hasn’t received the same kind of attention as others such as Alfred Hitchcock, John Ford, Frank Capra, Cecil B. DeMille, George Cukor, Billy Wilder or Orson Welles. While all these figures have attracted a substantial number of critical and biographical studies, the first biography of Hawks, by Todd McCarthy, didn’t appear until 1997, some twenty years after Hawks’s death. Despite having his ‘name above the title’ for most of a career spanning half a century, he often goes unrecognised as the director of his own films. As late as 1968, Andrew Sarris could describe Hawks as ‘the least known and least appreciated Hollywood director of any stature’.4 Today, several of his films are either unavailable or obtainable only as foreign imports. Tellingly – and unlike all those directors mentioned above – there has never been any collected edition of his work on video or DVD.

In the course of working on this book I’ve lost count of the times I’ve been asked who Hawks was and what he did. When I explained that he was an important American film-maker the enquirers were often none the wiser until I mentioned a film title or two, which more often than not they did recall and often admired. ‘Oh,’ they would typically say, ‘did he make that?’ (Occasionally, encouraged by a flicker of recognition when I mentioned his name, I found that the enquirer was thinking not of Howard Hawks but Howard Hughes.) My own experience echoes Robin Wood’s nearly fifty years ago when he reported ‘a commonly observed phenomenon that people who think they have never heard of Hawks retain vivid memories of films directed by him’.5

One explanation for this is that Hawks’s films don’t seem to have a distinctive style and so could be deemed to lack the requisite directorial signature of the auteur. As Manny Farber, an astute early critic of Hawks put it, his films ‘are as different as they’re similar’.6 Some of Hawks’s contemporaries were more obviously recognisable through their identification with a particular genre: Ford with the Western, Hitchcock with the suspense thriller, DeMille with the historical epic and Cukor with the ‘woman’s film’. Hawks is characterised by the very opposite, what we might call generic promiscuity. No other film-maker worked across genres as he did, yet specific Hawks pictures have come to be seen as exemplary instances of their type: Scarface (1932) of the gangster film; The Big Sleep (1946) of film noir; Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953) of musical comedy; I Was a Male War Bride (1949) of romantic comedy; Twentieth Century (1934), Bringing Up Baby (1938) and His Girl Friday (1940) of screwball comedy; Red River (1948), The Big Sky (1952) and Rio Bravo of the Western; Ceiling Zero (1936) and Only Angels Have Wings (1939) of the aviation film; and Air Force (1943) of the combat film. Nor did Hawks have any longterm association with a particular studio, unlike, say, DeMille at Paramount, Vincente Minnelli at MGM or Michael Curtiz at Warner Bros. Indeed, Hawks worked for all of the major studios at one time or another, but only on shortterm contracts. From 1943, his films were made by a succession of his own production companies.

Another explanation for this under-recognition is that Hawks’s films don’t appear to present the same kind of narrative complexity as others do. He is often described as a ‘storyteller’ whose narratives have been viewed as straightforward and simply told stories. Hawks himself added to this impression in later interviews. ‘If I can make about five good scenes and not annoy the audience,’ he said, ‘it’s an awfully good picture.’7 This seems like a disingenuously modest aspiration for a film-maker, although it does indicate the reliance on ‘scene-making’ in his work.
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Howard Hawks on location in Germany for the making of I Was a Male War Bride (1949) (BFI)



Although his films were commercially successful, Hawks himself was often overlooked by critics, at least until later in his career. He received little official acclaim from the industry during his lifetime and was nominated only once for an Academy Award, as Best Director for Sergeant York (1941), which he didn’t win (losing out to John Ford with How Green Was My Valley). He did receive an Honorary Academy Award in 1975, the kind of belated recognition for lifetime achievement which the Academy occasionally bestows on a recipient shortly before his death. Although he was among the best-connected figures in the industry – his personal telephone directory constituted a veritable Who’s Who of Hollywood from Jean Arthur to Darryl F. Zanuck – he was also a remote and enigmatic figure, nicely described by his script girl and ‘major-domo’ Meta Carpenter Wilde as a ‘moated’ man.8 This is also suggested by the photograph chosen for the cover of Gerald Mast’s study of Hawks which shows a scarcely discernible figure wreathed in cigarette smoke.9 He cared little about what posterity thought of him. His papers were carelessly kept and many accidentally destroyed. What remained he readily gave away.10 Even his name gets misspelled (as ‘Hawkes’).

Other anomalies have obscured Hawks’s reputation. He is often seen as an ‘action’ director and much of his work seems to corroborate that view. He is associated with genres with a masculine bias, like the Western; settings in the worlds of the gangster, the prison and the private eye; and ‘manly’ pursuits like boxing, motor racing, deep-sea fishing, logging and safari hunting. Hawks himself seemed to personify an outdoorsman ethic. Like his friend Ernest Hemingway, he liked hunting, shooting and fishing. Screenwriter Leigh Brackett confirmed this view in her account of working with Hawks: ‘He is an intensely masculine person, with an intensely masculine outlook on life,’ she said. ‘He has done most of the things he makes pictures about – driven racing cars, piloted planes, ridden motorcycles. … He values bravery, strength, expertise, loyalty, all the “masculine” virtues.’11 And yet Hawks wasn’t quite the action director he seemed. The action sequences in his films were usually relegated to second-unit directors and they often look like the interpolated scenes they were, conspicuously mismatched within the ‘Hawksian’ narrative world.12 Hawks favoured interior spaces as his working habitat and, as his biographer Todd McCarthy has pointed out, ‘was most comfortable in a drawing room, an office, a home, or a hotel’.13

It is also the case that critical perceptions of Hawks’s films often fall back on taken-for-granted notions such as the ‘Hawksian woman’ or the ‘Hawksian group’, categories that appear to be unproblematically settled under the rubric of ‘Hawksian’. Thus, even when he comes to critical attention, Hawks seems to be a known entity, causing few problems of interpretation. This view is further compounded by the apparent dearth of any obvious relationship between narrative theme and visual style, the kind of relationship more readily identifiable in the work of such directors as Hitchcock, Ford or Douglas Sirk. One of the main problems in identifying Hawks’s style is his use of a camera that seems scarcely discernible, making it look like no style at all. It’s a style often described in terms of what it isn’t: unobtrusive, inconspicuous, undemonstrative. This is not to suggest that Hawks lacked a discernible style, but rather it was one that derived from a working method rather than a visual or narrative conception, a process which is, in itself, absent from the screen. The crucial elements which constitute Hawks’s style are only partly to be found in the straightforward or functional shooting style he preferred. Rather, the process of collective improvisation, especially with a trusted cast and crew, and the development of ensemble performance are the hallmarks of a Hawks production. Any attempt to define ‘Hawksian’ would need to recognise the intrinsic importance of that collaborative, improvisational process. Indeed, Hawks’s film-making technique is best understood as analogous to jazz improvisation, as we shall see.

Hawks on Hawks

Hawks’s posthumous reputation owes much to the series of interviews he gave during the last decade of his life, especially before audiences of academics and film school acolytes. Although he habitually professed incomprehension at much of the critical interest in his work, he clearly took to the interview form in which he found it congenial to recount, or invent, stories of his Hollywood experiences. But although these stories provide fascinating insights into Hollywood film-making in the studio era, they often conceal as much as they disclose, largely through displays of self-aggrandisement and one-upmanship. We should also remember Alexandre Trauner’s description of him as ‘the world’s biggest bluffer’ and so we should take the stories he tells about himself with something more than a pinch of salt. Hawks certainly became adept at telling stories in which he was centre stage, dispensing advice to actors and crew or taking on studio bosses. In this practised anecdotal mode, Hawks would typically describe confrontational episodes with studio heads such as Sam Goldwyn, Louis B. Mayer and Jack Warner in which he himself would invariably emerge triumphant. However, according to his second wife, Slim Keith, Hawks was a kind of Walter Mitty fantasist and an unreliable witness to his own life story. ‘Everything that he did had a storybook quality to it,’ said Keith. ‘Every story or experience he related had him as the central character, committing great feats of derring-do or acts of heroic bravery.’14 In a similar vein, Joseph McBride and Michael Wilmington described Hawks at the 1971 Chicago Film Festival

beguiling the audience with a flow of anecdotes. Some were familiar, but he embellished them with new twists and flourishes, just as his heroes repeat the same tasks in an endless but volatile routine until they achieve an almost effortless mastery.15

Hawks’s modus operandi began to prove frustrating to interviewers, as Joseph McBride and Gerald Peary found in 1974. They described ‘the way he somehow managed, despite our stated intentions, to slip in most of his favorite, and by now maddening, anecdotes’.16 In another interview the same year for the radical film
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