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Harbinger

Scandals of the Silent Era

BEFORE HOLLYWOOD, THERE WAS A SLEEPY EXPANSE OF LAND IN THE foothills of the Santa Monica mountains, blanketed by a morning mist from the Pacific Ocean. Before palm trees and movie studios overtook the perennially sunny landscape, an eastward breeze carried with it the fragrant scent of flourishing orange groves that dotted the hills.

Daeida Hartell Wilcox came up with the name “Hollywood.” She and her husband, Harvey Henderson Wilcox, both religious teetotalers and avid prohibitionists, were land developers from the East who had subdivided their acreage into tracts, emanating out from Prospect and Weyse—now Hollywood and Vine, respectively. They founded their community based on their shared values of religious temperance.

They started selling their Hollywood land tracts in 1887 and envisioned a bright future built on sobriety and strict religious adherence.

And then the artists flooded in.
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Arguably the first and most popular movie star of the early silent era was “America’s Sweetheart,” Canadian actress Mary Pickford. Born Gladys Louise Smith in 1892, the sweet-faced Mary with her famous blonde curls had been performing on vaudeville stages since childhood in order to help support her struggling family.

When Pickford started out in show business as a child performer, actors were not regarded in the rarefied manner that they would come to inhabit in later years. At the dawn of the silent film era, society’s perception of an actor had remained largely unchanged from that of the stage days of the nineteenth century. The acting profession was looked down upon, regarded by polite society with thinly veiled scorn. In fact, movie actors during this time occupied an even lower rung of society than their theatrical counterparts. Movie acting was widely considered to be a step down from the stage. As moving pictures came into favor as a legitimate form of mass entertainment, an actor was seen as little more than a prop, a storytelling device that was only there to serve a specific narrative purpose.

Mary Pickford would be among the first to change that. Standing at just over five feet, her sugary buoyancy and natural charm had made her an obvious casting choice for producers looking to fill girlish roles in films like A Little Princess and Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. She gained immense popularity, and fans began writing in to the studio, asking who that sweet girl with the blonde curls was. The letters became so frequent that Mary, an astute businesswoman (with an overbearing stage mother whose ambitions rested solely on the advancement of her daughter’s career), was able to use this early star power as a bargaining chip with the studio. Her salary was raised to $10,000 a week—nearly $250,000 today.

The studio in turn, recognized the marketing potential in the interest generated by their young star. They decided that, from then on, her name should be billed on the films in which she appeared. Before long, Mary Pickford’s name was regularly appearing above the movie title. Her projects weren’t just any pictures. They were Mary Pickford pictures.

In his affectionate appraisal of her growing stardom and shrewd business acumen, Adolph Zukor, czar of Paramount Pictures, would say offhandedly, “Mary, sweetheart, I don’t have to diet. Every time I talk over a new contract with you and your mother, I lose ten pounds.”
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Standing in stark contrast to Mary Pickford, Mabel Normand was Biograph’s original madcap movie queen of the 1910s. With her dark curls and enormous, round, expressive eyes framed by gently downward-slanting brows, Mabel was a unique beauty with a pleasant face that the camera loved. She got her start as a teenager, modeling in New York City for artists James Montgomery Flagg and, notably, for Charles Dana Gibson, as one of his famous Gibson Girls. Soon, she was acting for Biograph Studios. She worked under the direction of an up-and-comer named D. W. Griffith, who cast her in straight dramatic parts in his many short films. On-screen she could play the serious, even melodramatic roles, as evidenced by her emotive performances in Griffith’s Saved from Himself and The Eternal Mother. But off-screen, Mabel was completely different from her roles. She could be a goofball and a trickster, always playing pranks and making jokes with her costars between takes.

During this time at Biograph, Normand first attracted the attention of the young Mack Sennett, who saw on-screen comedic potential in this young dramatic actress. He frequently cast her opposite the popular and rotund screen comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, with the pairing becoming a huge success.

Normand came to Hollywood in 1912, which had to have been something of a culture shock for the young actress. Coming from the fast-paced, urban bustle of New York City to the relatively quiet rural expanse of 1910s Los Angeles, one can imagine that Mabel Normand might have approached the transition with more than a hint of trepidation.

But that rural sprawl soon developed into a boomtown, and Normand was quick to assimilate, finding adequate diversions for herself in the brand-new social landscape. She became fast friends with fellow actress Olive Thomas, and together the two women made the social scene in the budding movie colony. Normand’s legendary partying earned her the distinction of being one of the first-ever stars to enter rehab for her love of gin and addiction to cocaine. Later, in taunting a persistent throng of columnists, she would say, “Say anything you like, but don’t say I love to work. That sounds like Mary Pickford, the prissy bitch. Just say I like to pinch babies and twist their legs. And get drunk.”
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David Wark Griffith perfected his film technique at Biograph, directing as many as 450 films in the five years he was with that studio. While it is important to note that he did not invent many of the narrative devices that he is known for pioneering, he was the first to combine these techniques to advance an artistic vision for his projects. He was the first to emotionally engage his audiences through the selective use of lighting, shot variation, and camera movement, all pieced together with dramatic, highly dynamic editing.

When Griffith left Biograph, he joined the Mutual Film Corporation and began work on his longest and most ambitious project to date.

The Birth of a Nation is a film that, despite its overtly racist themes, rampant perpetuation of oppressive stereotypes, and glorification of the KKK, is still studied in film schools, all but exalted for its pioneering narrative scope and technological innovation.

At an astonishingly lengthy runtime of over three hours, The Birth of a Nation was also, for better or worse, the birth of the full feature-length film.

Audiences were stunned at the crosscutting sequences, which cut back and forth between two concurrent events, creating narrative tension and often culminating in a spectacular climax. Griffith’s dramatically lit close-ups gave emotional cues that added depth to the characters, stirring the audience’s sympathies and provoking intense emotional responses.

The Birth of a Nation was released in 1915 amid a whirl of controversy. Widespread protests mobilized in response to the film’s grotesque themes, and the NAACP formally denounced the film, condemning its blatant and pervasive racism. The film was banned from exhibition in several states after screenings gave way to protests (and counter-protests) which devolved into violence. Even so, the film earned $18 million in its first few years. While Griffith was one of the first directors in Hollywood to be publicly heralded, even lauded, for directing a film that was so wildly commercially successful, he was personally disturbed by the criticism that the film received, believing that he was being unfairly targeted and censored.

It was this perceived persecution that gave Griffith the inspiration for his next film. He resolved that this next endeavor would be even bigger and more ambitious than The Birth of a Nation. It would be his response to his detractors. The film would encompass four parallel plots that centered on a fundamental theme. Fittingly (or perhaps ironically), the project would be titled Intolerance.

Intolerance is a complex film, with its narrative set in four separate time periods. The film uses Griffith’s famous crosscutting to link four dramatic parables of intolerance throughout history, spanning from the fall of Babylon in 539 BC to the crucifixion of Jesus, to the massacre of Protestants in France in 1572, and finally, to the then present day, 1916.

Most dominant of the four were the Babylon sequences; these took the most careful attention and planning, and commanded the highest budgets. The colossal Babylonian sets were constructed near the intersection of Hollywood and Sunset Boulevards on what was then an open field of flowers. Thousands of extras were hired for the shoot, and Constance Talmadge played a starring role. The massive scope of this production was unquestionably the grandest that Hollywood or the film industry had ever seen up to that point.

Intolerance’s four parallel plots were perplexing for much of its audience, who were still unaccustomed to the cutting-edge narrative techniques that had only just floored them the year before in The Birth of a Nation. The intricate plotlines became tangled, and the public’s reaction to the film was largely indifferent. Its lukewarm critical reception was an anticlimactic conclusion to the entire production. The film proved to be a painful and embarrassing financial loss.

The monetary damage was so bad that the production ran out of money and ultimately couldn’t afford to take down the gargantuan Babylon sets. Suddenly their immense scale, so ostentatiously ambitious before and during the production, now looked like a sad, thirty-story monument to a crushing failure. It was left to stand for years. Because set construction differs so greatly from architectural construction, in that a set is only built to be temporary, it didn’t take long for the colossus to become a literal ruin. Visible from miles around, it was a poignant reminder of the director whose success had been so celebrated only the year before.

The abandoned set and its ominous decay were an ugly blemish on the otherwise green and sunny LA landscape. The decrepit state of the set was an aesthetic burden on the flourishing movie town, but it was also eerily prophetic. To many passersby the rotting Babylon warned of the giddy highs and crushing lows of Hollywood, a pattern that would become increasingly familiar in the coming decades.

Griffith’s bitter disappointment would scar him for the remainder of his career. The once-celebrated director was virtually penniless, forced to depend on financing from sponsors to keep working on his projects. His friend Charlie Chaplin would later lament, “Of late years he could not find a job in the town he had invented. He clung to the shadows, a bald, eagle beaked man, sardonic and alone. At parties, he sat drinking quietly, his sharp eyes panning the room for a glimpse of familiar faces, most of them long gone.”

Mercifully, the set was finally torn down in 1919. In 1923 a small movie theater was built on the site, where it still stands today.
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In the greater time line of Hollywood’s early years, the 1920 death of silent star Olive Thomas in Paris is critically pivotal. Her untimely end was one of the first Hollywood deaths to be so widely reported as to be sensationalized. It was also the first to be encumbered by enduring mystery and public speculation. It was a starting point for a new kind of lurid histrionics—the public’s first taste of the scandalous behind-the-scenes propensities of the movie colony.

Looking back a century later, her death, tragic as it was, takes on even greater significance. It sets an eerie precedent, a template for the multitudes of Hollywood deaths in the decades to follow.

Olive Thomas was born Olivetta Elaine Duffy in the working-class suburbs of Pittsburgh in 1894. She worked as a shopgirl at $3 a week and became a teenage bride, marrying businessman Bernard Krug Thomas, who gave her the last name under which she would later become famous. Determined to create a glamorous life for herself, she saved up her meager earnings and left for New York. She began photographic modeling, and later, became a regular artist’s model for the notable painters Penrhyn Stanlaws, Haskell Coffin, and Harrison Fisher.

With her long brunette curls, pert nose, and wide, haunting blue eyes, Fisher labeled Thomas the “most beautiful girl in the world.” She next set her sights on a role in the Ziegfeld Follies. “I had no letters of introduction or anything,” she later said. “I simply asked them for a job and got it.” She was promptly cast in Ziegfeld’s Midnight Frolic. She later succinctly summed up her Follies experience: “I didn’t do much at first—just posed around, standing in boxes and frames while someone sang at me.”

In New York City, the bubbly, fun-loving showgirl quickly grew in popularity. A 1919 profile on the star would glowingly reminisce that, during her time on the Follies stage, “bankers, brokers, senators, congressmen and even mayors competed for the honor of a smile from the queen of the Midnight Frolic.” When a motion picture producer saw her in the Follies, he lured her away from the stage and before a camera. Myron Selznick signed her for a long-term contract, and with that, Olive Thomas was off to Hollywood.

The unknown actress quickly won acclaim with her appearance in an episode of the hugely popular Beatrice Fairfax series and in mischievous roles such as the “baby vamp” in Upstairs and Down. She soon befriended other young stars in the film colony, notably starting a close friendship with fellow Hollywood party girl Mabel Normand. The San Francisco Examiner noted how quickly she had become “a leading figure in the social and artistic gaieties of the motion picture colony.” Reporters would sing her praises for having achieved such great fame, without the “too frequent malady” of a “swelled head.”

Olive Thomas was a rarity. She was a star who never took herself—or anyone else—too seriously. “Excess of dignity is as provocative to her as the red flag is to the bull, and she loves to take its possessor down all she can,” the reports gushed. “That’s why she loves to startle, even shock over-dignified individuals.”

One such over-dignified individual was Charlotte Hennessey, perpetually fretful mother to Mary Pickford and her broker Jack. Olive and Jack Pickford met in 1916 at a party in Los Angeles, immediately falling in love and beginning a passionate affair. It was an apt match—Olive was forever in pursuit of a good time, and the hard-partying younger brother to “America’s Sweetheart” was a regular on the budding Hollywood social scene. The young couple were seen everywhere together and within months, Jack was asking Olive to marry him.

His disdainful mother, meanwhile, made no secret of her disapproval. She knew Olive had come from a working-class background, and that she had gained her initial success as a showgirl with the Follies. Charlotte Hennessey believed that Olive Thomas was simply not a good enough actress to be associated with the Pickfords.

Through Charlotte’s careful management of Mary’s career, the Pickford family had ascended from their own humble, working-class roots to the elevated status of Hollywood royalty. With Mary as the main breadwinner, Jack’s constant shenanigans were routinely kept under wraps, lest he cause any damage to their pristine reputation. Mary and her mother carefully guarded Mary’s wholesome image and moneymaking potential. In their view, the last thing they needed was another ambitious family member who came from the lower class, and who would only use the Pickford name to bolster her own career ambitions. Worse yet, the Hollywood newcomer might even try to usurp Mary’s position as the nation’s top box-office star. An indignant Charlotte Hennessey forbade the union.

Olive agreed to marry Jack, at least partially out of spite for his overbearing mother. The couple flew to New Jersey, where they married in secret. He gave her a rare green gold cigarette case embedded with a watch and covered in diamonds, attached to a long, sparkling gold chain. Inside the case was a sentimental engraving: “To the only sweetheart I’ll ever have.” Rather than adopt the famed Pickford name, the bride elected to keep her own last name.
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Four years later, Olive Thomas had cultivated her own star power in an illustrious motion picture career. Overworked and in need of a break, Olive and Jack made plans for an extended second honeymoon in Europe.

On August 12, 1920, they set sail for Paris, where they checked in to the plush Hotel Ritz. Once settled into the City of Lights, the young couple took in the sights, shopped for the latest fashions, ate in posh restaurants, and frequented the many nightclubs.

Jack took off for London for a stretch, ostensibly to buy more clothes. Olive kept herself entertained while he was away by going out with her friends. Upon Jack’s return to Paris, they had another night out together on September 5, 1920. They went to Montmartre and several of the cafés in town, stopping at, among other places, Zelli’s and Le Café du Rat Mort, which offered, to put it politely, “the wildest exhibition of mad and degraded revelry permitted by the Paris police.”

Staff at the Ritz later reported that Jack and Olive returned to their suite between one and three a.m. Olive stayed up to write a letter, while Jack went off to bed. As he dozed, he was jolted awake by a petrified scream echoing from the bathroom. When he ran in, he found his horrified wife clutching at her throat, tears streaming down her rounded eyes. She had ingested bichloride of mercury. A fatal dose of the corrosive substance is two grams. Olive had taken eight. It took nearly five excruciating days for the actress to die of mercury poisoning.

Stunned fans and reporters speculated as to whether her death had been an accident, or whether she had actually committed suicide. The circumstances are still uncertain. It’s possible that in her drunken and perhaps drug-induced stupor, in the suite’s darkened bathroom, she may have mistaken the bottle of poisonous tablets for her sleeping medicine, mixing them with alcohol and downing the mixture at the bathroom counter. The bottle in question may have been present, it has been reported, because Jack may have used the tablets to mix a topical solution to treat a recurring syphilis infection.

A distraught Jack Pickford boarded another plane to London. As one solemn report put it, “the party faded just as Olive Thomas faded from this world.”

The newspapers circled, gleefully reporting on the star’s sordid exploits in Paris on the night of her untimely death. She was, according to these scandalous accounts, a casualty of her own extravagant, thrill-seeking lifestyle. After all, they said, she’d spent that last night out patronizing the most indulgent and “clandestine” nightspots in Montmartre, dubbed by the press the “modern Babylon.” The Parisian district was famous for its quirky, themed nightclubs during the Belle Époque. Now, well into the Deco era, the demand for its more-hedonistic offerings was notably on the rise. The American papers colorfully touted a pious perception of the apparently debauched state of Paris, “with all its hazards to health and wholesomeness.”

Back in Los Angeles, Charlotte first learned the news of the scandal through a press report. In a display that would demonstrate the origins of the Pickford family’s flair for the dramatic, upon reading the sordid news, Charlotte promptly collapsed. She hoped in vain that it was only a mistake. Surely a later column would correct the error—that it had been a misprint.

But subsequent reports only confirmed the tragic tale. It was true: Her daughter-in-law was dead, and her family was at the center of the depraved narrative. Even so, her concern largely centered around the perceived vulnerability of her son. She is quoted as saying, “My poor little boy! What will he do all alone among strangers?”

Over at the celebrated Pickfair estate, Mary Pickford was convalescing in her bed, indisposed with a mild affliction. Her husband, action star Douglas Fairbanks, was the first to learn of the tragedy in Paris. Fairbanks contacted Mary’s mother, requesting that he be the one to break the news to her. He went upstairs and gently told Mary what had happened in Paris.
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Olive Thomas’s funeral was held at St. Thomas Church on Fifth Avenue in New York. Thousands of attendees and moviegoers crammed into the Gothic-style church, jostling for a position among the sea of pink and white flowers. Harrison Fisher served as one of the pallbearers, as did Owen Moore, first husband of Mary Pickford. The famed pinup artist Alberto Vargas commemorated her loss with a now-iconic painting titled Memories of Olive.

The exact circumstances surrounding the cause of her death were never fully determined. A later report would read, “No one has ever ascertained for certain whether her death was due to accident or suicide.”

The Hearst-owned San Francisco Examiner would callously attribute her death to “the disturbing influence of an immense income on a frivolous, superficial nature, reared in poverty and not trained for any serious duties in life.” The Venice Beach Evening Vanguard reported that, while Olive Thomas’s death was the most-talked-about news item of the moment, “like other seven-day morsels she and her untimely end will soon be forgotten and the lights of Paris will burn just as brightly as before and the moths will singe their wings at the candle of death-dealing gaiety just as they have done since the world went round.”

If only they’d known how right they would be.
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Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle had been in his custom-built, electric violet Pierce-Arrow for hours. He was driving up the Roosevelt Highway, skimming the coastline on his way into San Francisco. As he approached Union Square, the stately brick facade of his favorite hotel in the city, the St. Francis, loomed into view. That was his destination. It was Labor Day weekend, 1921.

Arbuckle grew up in California, and had begun his performance career on a vaudeville stage at age eight. He moved on to Keystone Studios, gaining the public’s affection as one of Mack Sennett’s bumbling Keystone Kops. His films with fellow Keystone idol Mabel Normand had been wildly popular—audiences loved the unlikely pairing. In response, Sennett had churned out picture after picture featuring his two biggest stars. Now, years later, Arbuckle was celebrating his brand-new, $3 million contract with Paramount.

After parking the gleaming purple machine, the actor relished the opportunity to finally stretch his legs. He ascended the short flight of steps toward the hotel’s entrance, scarcely needing to catch his breath as he made his way into the building. His portly carriage, which had made him famous and had served as the inspiration for his stage name, was dwarfed by the enormity of the dark green marble columns that towered over him in the lavishly adorned lobby. He didn’t stop to take in the high, elegantly coffered ceiling, with its beaded chandeliers offsetting the intricate mezzanine-level railings. Back home in the movie colony, of course, he had grown more than accustomed to such finery. His own Tudor-style home in the West Adams district was a testament to that.

He had moved in two years earlier, after screen vamp Theda Bara moved out. Arbuckle had quickly set about making the place his, sparing no expense to decorate it to his liking. The ornately hand-carved front door had been specially imported from Spain. The home’s vast interior boasted equally ostentatious design choices, including rich mahogany-paneled walls, a gold-leaf bathtub, an imported red lacquer dining table, and custom hard-wired lights that lit up when he opened his closet doors or slid open a drawer. It would seem that the comparatively subdued decor of the Hotel St. Francis would have made little lasting impact on Roscoe Arbuckle, but he was glad to be back. He passed a group of fellow Labor Day revelers as he made his way toward the lifts. He was going to room 1219.
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After the wild holiday weekend festivities at the St. Francis, Roscoe Arbuckle was accused of raping a young partygoer, actress and designer Virginia Rappe. She died of a ruptured bladder a few days later.

Virginia Rappe was, according to Greg Merritt, author of Room 1219: The Life of Fatty Arbuckle, the Mysterious Death of Virginia Rappe, and the Scandal that Changed Hollywood, raised by a single mother and had grown up to be “entrepreneurial, idealistic, and outspoken.” Her thick, lustrous head of dark hair, large dark eyes, and full, arching brows had once graced the sheet music cover for the popular song “Let Me Call You Sweetheart.” She was engaged to Henry “Pathé” Lehrman, director at Keystone, and had appeared in a number of films. She’d even appeared briefly in His Wedding Night with Arbuckle in 1917. The actress had ridden to the Bay city from Los Angeles with her manager, Al Semnacher, and friend Maude Delmont.

It was reported that Virginia Rappe had a previous bladder condition that caused the peritonitis that killed her. This has never been confirmed. However, it is worth noting that, according to the National Library of Medicine, spontaneous rupture of the bladder is exceedingly uncommon; more common is rupture by external injury. The Merck Manual of Diagnosis and Therapy explains that “external bladder injuries are caused by either blunt or penetrating trauma to the lower abdomen, pelvis, or perineum.”

What really happened in room 1219 cannot be ascertained.

What little we do know is that Virginia Rappe was removed from Arbuckle’s suite on Monday, September 5, in critical condition. Roscoe Arbuckle went home to Los Angeles on September 6.

The scope of the Labor Day bacchanal can only be surmised by the state of the rooms after the party’s departure.

The luxury suite was utterly destroyed. A bed had fallen through its frame and onto the floor, its hand-carved footboard toppled over uselessly nearby. The unsupported headboard was leaning precariously forward, sandwiched between the paneled wall and the mattress on the floor. A writing desk lay overturned, missing a leg. Rattan chairs were crushed, and cheery settees lay on their sides, torn completely in half. Assorted rubble littered the floors of the room.

The sordid rumors that buzzed around the five men and four women present in the St. Francis suite were that “Fatty” had assaulted Rappe, and that the sheer force of his weight had caused her internal injuries. Kenneth Anger, fanciful author of the legendary tome Hollywood Babylon, would later make the scandalous claim that Arbuckle had used a Coke or champagne bottle—or even a large chunk of ice.

The rumors of Arbuckle’s involvement in the young actress’s death were too big to ignore. The district attorney, Matthew Brady, called for an inquest into Virginia Rappe’s death. Roscoe Arbuckle returned to San Francisco, where he turned himself in at the Hall of Justice. He was handcuffed and taken through a narrow glass bridge into the adjacent jail building and booked on a murder charge as prisoner #32052. His weight at the time of booking was 266 pounds. Meanwhile, the actor’s films were banned from theaters and his membership at the Los Angeles Athletic Club was revoked.

The murder charge was reduced to manslaughter, and the inquest began on September 12. The star witness for the prosecution was Virginia’s friend, Maude Delmont. She’d given her testimony in questioning, which was in turn presented in court by the prosecution. Delmont had stated that as Rappe writhed in pain, she’d cried “He hurt me” and “He [Arbuckle] did it.” Two other witnesses from the party had also signed statements that supported her account of the evening. Delmont was never called to the witness stand.

According to Delmont’s statements, she had been dancing with actor Lowell Sherman when she took notice of the fact that she had not seen Arbuckle or Rappe in a while. He had allegedly dragged her into a separate room alone. Growing concerned, Delmont went to the door and discovered that it was locked. She said she began knocking and calling through the door. When no answer came, she kicked at the door repeatedly with her shoe, which she took care to identify as her “French heel.”

When this yielded no results, Delmont left the room to fetch the hotel’s assistant manager. When she returned, she said, Arbuckle opened the door. He emerged with a buffoonish grin, wearing sweaty clothes and Virginia’s hat, tilted at a playful angle. He closed the door behind him.

Maude Delmont said she entered the room to find her friend writhing on the bed, moaning and crying out in pain. Her clothes were torn to shreds in a pathetic heap on the floor.

Arbuckle would later claim that Rappe, in a drunken frenzy, had torn the clothes off herself. He asserted that he had been trying to help her.

Strangely, Arbuckle’s own accounts of the events would change. Under initial questioning about the festivities, he’d said that “shortly after Miss Rappe had taken a few drinks, she became hysterical and complained she could not breathe, and then started to tear off her clothes.” He said he’d tried to help her, and that a doctor was called. In this version, they were in the main room of the suite and hadn’t been in a bedroom alone together at all.

Later, he was forced to admit that he had indeed been alone with her. In the version he told at the trial, he went into the bathroom of his suite to discover Rappe on the bathroom floor, vomiting into the toilet. He claimed that he had lifted her up and carried her to the bed before going out to alert the others. He adds that Maude Delmont began rubbing ice on Rappe’s body. When he asked her why she was doing this, he said, Miss Delmont snapped at him to get out of the room. Virginia was still crying. Arbuckle admitted on the stand that he’d said, “Oh, if she makes one more yell I will take her and throw her out of the window.” In yet another account of the story, Delmont suggested putting Rappe into an ice bath, and it was the actor Fred Fishbach who had carried her into the bathroom to place her into the tub.

Dr. Shelby P. Strange stood up to read the autopsy report. Rappe had bruises on her body, including on her upper arms and legs. He opined in court that the dead girl’s bladder rupture had “undoubtedly been caused by external violence.”

Arbuckle’s defense team, Frank Dominguez, Milton Cohen, and Charles H. Brennan, argued that Rappe had caused the bruises herself. Her character was smeared in court, with Arbuckle’s team insisting that Virginia Rappe had been sexually promiscuous, and that she’d been known to get drunk and tear her clothes off at parties.

A showgirl named Betty Campbell was also in attendance at the party. She testified that Lowell Sherman had attempted to lock her in a bedroom with him after he had begun “to get rough in his speech and actions,” prompting her to distance herself from him. She went on to say that she in turn had locked herself into the bathroom and refused to come out. Sherman attempted to force his way into the bathroom. When he gave up and left the bedroom, Campbell alleges that she made a break for the exit, whereupon Fred Fishbach attempted to push her back into the bedroom.

Zey Prevon was also a guest at the party in room 1219. When initially questioned by police, she’d said that Virginia had told her that Arbuckle was responsible for the physical trauma from which she was suffering. She repeated what Virginia had said to her: “I am dying, I am dying, I know I am dying; he hurt me.” When brought before the grand jury, however, her testimony changed completely. The San Francisco Examiner wrote that “it was palpably evident that pressure has been brought to bear upon her.” Before the trial, Zey Prevon had been supplied with a train ticket back to Alabama by a mysterious benefactor. Another prosecution witness, Alice Blake, disappeared altogether.

In her article titled “The Fatty Arbuckle Trial: The Injustice of the Century,” Elizabeth Fischer points out that another witness’s testimony was subject to change. Citing the Andy Edmonds book, Frame-Up: The Untold Story of Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, she states that Al Semnacher, Rappe’s former manager, was a “troublesome witness… because he had problems remembering exactly what had happened at the party…. Shortly after Rappe’s death Semnacher had failed to tell police that he saw Arbuckle put a piece of ice in Rappe’s vagina.”

Due to the changing testimony of Zey Prevon and Alice Blake’s total disappearance, district attorney Matthew Brady alleged that his witnesses were being tampered with. The LA Times quoted him as saying, “I am convinced that undue influence and pressure of a sinister character has been brought to bear on her and other witnesses, one of whom, Alice Blake, has mysteriously disappeared from her home in Berkeley. We have been unable to find her.”

When the grand jury decided that they would need to hear from Arbuckle, he was rousted from his jail cell and brought into the grand jury room. Once on the stand, though, he refused to testify. His lawyers had instructed him to stay quiet.

Some sources have claimed that Paramount czar Adolph Zukor had reached out to Matthew Brady to offer a bribe. While this has never been publicly confirmed, the district attorney would issue a scourging statement: “Whenever wealth and influence are brought to the bar of justice every sinister and corrupt practice is used in an effort to free the accused. It is always easy to convict a poor man. The wealthy malefactors are the ones who find means of using their wealth to their advantage.” He continued: “Wealth and influence should not count in favor of the defendant, neither should they count against him. This case should be handled just as [others] are handled.”
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It is important to note that a number of allegations have since surfaced about the credibility of Maude Delmont. It has been alleged that she ran an extortion scheme in which young women would accuse prominent men of rape, collecting payments for their silence. It has also been said that, during the trial, she’d sent telegrams to attorneys in San Diego and Los Angeles: “We have Roscoe Arbuckle in a hole here, chance to make some money out of him.” The San Francisco Chronicle issued a report that some threatening letters had been received by Arbuckle and his defense attorney, Milton Cohen.

In early December, the attention Maude Delmont had garnered during the Arbuckle case led to an unfortunate arrest for bigamy. Apparently she hadn’t fully divorced one husband before taking another in Fresno.

The trial ended in a hung jury after a majority of jurors voted to acquit Arbuckle. Without a unanimous decision, the vote had to be thrown out. A new trial was slated to begin at the beginning of 1922.

The second trial resulted in a majority vote to convict. The jury was hung again.

A third trial began on March 13. Finally, at this trial, a unanimous decision was reached. Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle was exonerated.
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Details were murky in this case, and it remains so today. Most intriguing are the lingering clouds of uncertainty; we can never know what exactly happened in room 1219 at the St. Francis. All that is certain is that a life was lost.

As is true in many criminal cases, the majority of the evidence presented was circumstantial. There is no concrete evidence to prove that Arbuckle was responsible for Virginia Rappe’s death—but there also wasn’t any hard evidence to prove that he wasn’t.

A century later, the case is still hotly debated by film enthusiasts, historians, and Arbuckle fans.

Publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst would later brag that his coverage of the Arbuckle case had “sold more papers than the sinking of the Lusitania.”
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While the Arbuckle debacle was still consuming the press, a new scandal emerged that would soon take over the front pages. The death of film director William Desmond Taylor was a twist of the knife into a reeling movie colony, already struggling with its public image following two highly publicized death scandals.

William Desmond Taylor was born William Cunningham Deane-Tanner in Ireland. He emigrated to the United States as a young man, eventually settling in New York City. He wanted to be an actor. As he established roots in the city, he would come to be known simply as “Tanner.” Some would address him by the slightly more ambiguous nickname of “Pete.” There, in the New York theater milieu, he met Ethel May Harrison, belle of the then immensely popular stage production Florodora.

The stage players fell in love immediately and arranged to be married on December 26, 1901. Plans were put into place; invitations were printed and sent out. But the young lovers, caught up in the swirl of their new romance, just couldn’t wait—they married in secret, two weeks in advance. Two years later they had a daughter, named Ethel Daisy after her mother.

After leaving the stage in favor of more steady work to support his small family, Tanner gained employment running an art and antiques shop on Fifth Avenue called the Little English Antique Shop. There, he would come to be well known for his good taste and curation expertise. A colleague of his said that he could tell the history of a chair just by looking at the nails.

One day, without warning, Tanner left New York. In 1908, after seven years of marriage and an unfavorable tally of the profits from the shop, William Deane-Tanner simply vanished. In addition to leaving behind the floundering antiques business, he abandoned his wife and young daughter in his quest to reinvent himself as William Desmond Taylor.

Upon his arrival in the movie colony, he secured a few acting roles with the help of producer Thomas Ince. During his first few years in Hollywood, Taylor struggled greatly. Later, as his career took shape and he moved into the role of director, his finances began to stabilize and he became more socially involved.

Taylor had met Mabel Normand at a dinner party, and the two became fast friends. He’d heard about her drug habits before, but on this evening the two grew close, huddling together to discuss books after dinner. They began seeing each other more frequently, and she took to affectionately calling him Billy. Some would conjecture that the two were engaged in an affair.

William Desmond Taylor would come to be universally loved in the movie colony. He was known for his kindness, strict professionalism, and dedication to quality work. The opportunities kept coming. As his success grew, money came with it. He moved into a two-story bungalow in the prestigious Alvarado Court in the posh Westlake district.

William Desmond Taylor had a new identity, a new career. A new life.
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Mabel arrived at Billy’s apartment around seven p.m. It was Wednesday, February 1, 1922. The two friends shared a pleasant visit, animatedly discussing a book that he had recently given her. They enjoyed orange blossom martinis—Mabel’s favorite—prepared by Taylor’s valet, Henry Peavey. Sitting together at the piano, they plunked away at the keys, laughing heartily at the wrong notes.

In between sips, Billy asked her if she would like to go to dinner with him.

Mabel sighed. She couldn’t. She had an early call time the next morning.

She left the apartment at about 7:45 p.m. Billy walked her out to her car on Alvarado, where her chauffeur was waiting for her at the curb. Standing together for a moment by her car, Billy said he would give her a call in the next hour. They embraced.

Mabel’s chauffeur ushered her into her car. As she settled into the back seat, she kissed the inside of the car window, leaving her lipstick print on the glass. Billy blew a kiss back.

As the car pulled away, she turned around and waved at him. He waved back. Mabel kept her eyes on him, holding him in her gaze as the car drove away.

William Desmond Taylor stood alone on the curb, watching the car fade into the night. He watched it until it turned the corner, vanishing completely. The air was chilly, but the warmth of Mabel’s visit was lingering with him. It was about time for dinner. He went back into his apartment.

Mabel Normand never got his call.
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Henry Peavey approached the bungalow court from Alvarado Street just before 7:30 a.m. on Thursday, February 2. The morning was chilly, with silver clouds lingering overhead and the dew still fresh on the grass in the courtyard. Peavey carried with him a newspaper and a bottle of medicine for his employer—milk of magnesia for his frail stomach.

Tucking the items under his arm, he fumbled for his keys as he scaled the two steps up to the bungalow’s small landing before the front door. He noticed that the lights in the apartment were already on. Had his employer gotten up early today? Or perhaps he had stayed up through the night, reading scripts. Mr. Taylor was always reading.

Peavey turned his key in the knob and gently pushed open the door. He immediately got the sense that something was wrong. His eyes fell upon Mr. Taylor’s legs and feet pointing toward him. Why was he on the floor?

He took a step into the living room and spoke to his employer. “Mr. Taylor? Mr. Taylor?” After calling out several times and receiving no response, he took a step further into the room and saw the blood. Coming out of the director’s mouth, it ran down to the back of his head where it had formed a sticky puddle, spreading out sluggishly over the fine carpet.

Henry Peavey cried out in horror. He stumbled back out of the room and ran into the courtyard. Tears were streaming down his face and, to no one in particular, he yelled desperately for help.

Neighbors in the stylish bungalow court began to rouse from their slumber. Actors Doug and Faith MacLean sat up and went to the window to see what was the matter. Blonde beauty and frequent Chaplin co-star Edna Purviance rolled over in bed, peeking out from under her silk sleeping mask and listening to the ruckus. Over in his bungalow, friend to Fatty Arbuckle and fellow St. Francis Hotel reveler Fred Fishbach stirred in his bed.

William Desmond Taylor, the beloved director, was dead.
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The first call was not to the police, but to the studio.

When Famous Players got the call, studio manager Charles Eyton raced to the bungalow court to do some damage control. With Prohibition in full effect, he first collected the liquor bottles. He ran through the apartment, accumulating a small cache of evidence—anything that might be picked up by police that could arouse suspicion or otherwise compromise the studio’s interests. All items that could be deemed remotely incriminating were stashed into file boxes and swiftly carried out before the police arrived.
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Beyond the blood on the director’s face, there was no profusion of blood anywhere else at the scene. It wasn’t until they turned over his body that investigators realized that Taylor had been shot. With that, what had been the site of a presumed accidental death was cordoned off as a crime scene.

Mabel Normand was heartbroken at the loss of her friend. He had always called her his Blessed Baby, and that was how she signed all of her letters to him. With the news of Billy’s passing, she returned to his apartment and made for the top drawer of his dresser, intending to collect a cache of her letters.

When asked how she knew where he kept the letters, Mabel answered that he had once shown her around the apartment immediately after he’d been robbed. When he’d opened the dresser, she had seen several of her own letters nestled in the top drawer. She’d written them whenever either of them was in New York. She remembered that when she had pointed them out to him, he had made some “pleasant remark” about keeping the letters before closing the drawer.

When Mabel returned for the letters, they were gone. Studio manager Charles Eyton had been way ahead of her.

Mabel said she had wanted the letters, not because anything incriminating was written in them, but because if they fell into the wrong hands, they might be misconstrued. Rumors of a romantic involvement between them had already run rampant through the film colony prior to the director’s death. Her missing letters were never recovered, and their contents were never divulged.
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William Desmond Taylor was memorialized on February 8, 1922, at St. Paul’s Cathedral, on the site where the Biltmore Hotel stands today. Thousands of movie fans and curiosity-seekers gathered outside in a throng, attempting to storm the church to get a look at the solemn services inside.

Mabel Normand fainted upon viewing her friend’s body and had to be removed from the service. She was guided into her car and taken home. Henry Peavey grew hysterical and was escorted to the back of the church, where others attempted to calm the weeping valet down.

The beloved director’s tragic loss was felt nationwide. E. M. Asher, a representative of Mack Sennett on the East Coast, was quoted as saying, “Taylor was a figure which stood out prominently in Hollywood, for he had none of the earmarks of the movie actor or director. He resembled a lawyer or a businessman of the sternest type. He was quiet, dressed in the most quiet clothes, and was known as a man who never talked about himself, his work, or what he was going to do. This is rare in the movie colony.”

Also rumored to be romantically involved with Taylor was Mary Miles Minter, a child actress with a mother who could very well have served as a template for what would become a classic Hollywood archetype: the overbearing stage mom.

Charlotte Shelby had forced Mary into show business almost as soon as the girl could walk and talk. Shelby was known to be domineering and determined, and she was frequently combative. She was hell-bent on pushing her daughter into the stardom that she herself had failed to achieve. Most disturbingly, she used Mary as her primary source of income. Charlotte Shelby lived lavishly on the fruits of the labor she had foisted upon her young daughter.

She had even forged her daughter’s name and age using the birth certificate of a deceased cousin, with the sole purpose being to evade the child labor laws that would have prohibited the young girl from performing in theaters at night. With the stroke of a pen, little Juliet Reilly became sixteen-year-old Mary Miles Minter. The “Miles” was added in, in an apparent homage to Charlotte Shelby’s maiden name. The name “Charlotte Shelby” was, of course, another of her concoctions. Her real name was Pearl Miles Reilly.

Understandably, the teenaged Mary bristled against her mother’s constant control over her life and career. She’d met William Desmond Taylor when she was cast in Anne of Green Gables. He was her director for the picture, and she fell for him instantly. Whether her feelings for him were reciprocated continues to be the subject of much speculation, but rumors persist of an affair between the director and starlet.

Charlotte Shelby was adamantly against her daughter’s feelings for the director. She didn’t want to lose the control she had so tightly maintained over her breadwinning daughter’s career. It has been reported that, on one of Taylor’s sets, the enraged stage mother even loudly issued a threat to “blow his brains out.”

Carl Stockdale was Charlotte Shelby’s alibi for the night of the murder. Strangely, neither he nor Shelby were officially questioned until fifteen years later, in 1937—and only then because Shelby’s oldest daughter, Margaret, was suing Charlotte Shelby. In the lawsuit, Margaret alleged that she had somehow protected her mother in connection with the William Desmond Taylor case, but she refused to elaborate on her statements. Only she, Mary, and Charlotte could possibly have known what she meant.

Murder in Hollywood author Charles Higham writes that a suspiciously regular sum was paid to Carl Stockdale by Charlotte Shelby for the rest of his life.
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The death of William Desmond Taylor was at the crest of the recent wave of Hollywood scandals, infuriating the rest of the nation and further exposing what was increasingly regarded as the debauched state of the film colony.

Herbert Brennan, an early producer of silent films, spoke to the New York Herald, saying that Hollywood was “notorious as a center of vice,” and asserting that the latest string of scandals culminating in the death of William Desmond Taylor would result in the “cleaning house” of the movie colony. He is further quoted as saying, “I shudder when I think of this Taylor murder and the conditions which it suggests…. The industry is bound to suffer as a result, just as it received a setback after the Arbuckle case. Persons all over the world regard such happenings at Hollywood as representative of the entire moving picture industry.”

Producer Herbert Brenon would argue that the “problem with Hollywood” originated from its very demographic makeup—there were simply too many creatives there. In his opinion, the movie colony was afflicted with scandal because it was simply too dense with movie people. He argued that conditions had been much better in New York, where the people who worked in films were more spread out in an already long-established city. He reasoned that, because his neighbors in New York City were mostly lawyers and bankers, his community was reasonably safe from such public scandals.

The Detroit Free Press opined that “there seem to be two ways in which the Hollywood situation may be handled by the producers. One is by cleansing the colony so effectively that the world will believe it is purified. The other is by uprooting it from the face of the earth.”

An Oklahoma representative introduced a bill that would prevent newspapers from glorifying screen stars in the “beauty contests” that often populated their pages. Bringing his bill forward in Washington, he argued that “girls all over the country are longing to get into the movies. And whether they succeed or not their minds are perverted and their morals loosened by what their favorite screen stars are doing.”

Even the stars themselves weighed in on the controversy. Dorothy Gish, who, like her sister Lillian Gish, was a frequent collaborator of D. W. Griffith’s and had been childhood friends with Mary Pickford, commented on the scathing and scornful public view of motion picture players in Movie Weekly: “When I walk down the street nowadays and someone recognizes me, I feel like turning my head so that I won’t hear them say: ‘Oh, there’s another one of those picture actresses. I wonder when her story will be told on the front pages of the newspapers.’”

The rapid succession of scandals was too much for the American public. As the cries for reform grew louder, studio heads found themselves faced with a difficult decision: to censor, or be censored. In an effort to show that they were being proactive in taking measures to appease their public, they brought in Will Hays. The highly respectable former postmaster general would serve as the figurehead for Hollywood’s effort to sanitize its own image. It was decided that, in lieu of government censorship, Hollywood would self-regulate. The Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America—or MPPDA—was hastily formed in 1922 in response to the repeated news-making scandals.

The board was not created to necessarily limit the studios and their producible content, but rather to preserve their autonomy. If censorship was necessary, they wanted to remain in control, avoiding potentially suffocating measures from external forces. Through the formation of the MPPDA and by installing Will Hays, Hollywood made a show of cleaning up its own act. By taking such highly publicized steps to appease even the most pearl-clutching of moralists, the studios managed to circumvent the possibility of outside interference in their production methods, which of course would have cut into their profits.

Public relations became a top priority. Morals clauses were promptly written into actors’ contracts, regulating the personal lives of studio players with the looming threat of contract termination should they be caught in a potentially damaging scandal. Publicity departments were strengthened, and the position of “fixer” was created. These full-time, executive-level professionals were devoted solely to the task of ensuring that studio scandals stayed out of the papers. If a star managed to get him-or herself into trouble, the fixers would descend on the situation and do whatever was necessary to “fix” the problem—castigating stars, buying silence, spinning the story, and so on.

It was this quick succession of silent era scandals that began the studios’ long-held practice of forming relationships with law enforcement and district attorneys, paying off the necessary parties to ensure that investigations could always be swayed and charges could easily be
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