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Your ticket to movie history as you’ve never seen it before, this book uncovers photographers’ contact sheets from the sets of some of cinema’s greatest films – including The African Queen, Some Like It Hot, Taxi Driver, The Silence of the Lambs, and many more. Capturing legends such as Marilyn Monroe, Audrey Hepburn, Alfred Hitchcock and Frank Sinatra at work and in repose, these images offer unique glimpses into the art of movie making and the science of movie marketing. Captioned with fresh insights from the creative personnel involved, each contact sheet tells its own story about the film, its stars, and the off-screen chemistry that yields on-screen movie magic.
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“FILM STILLS ARE NOT DOCUMENTS OF THE FILM MEDIUM, BUT OF ITS MONUMENTAL FACADE.”

Alois M. Müller1

This book compiles contact sheets produced by still photographers on movie sets, allowing a fragmented, but illuminating, highly narrative glimpse into both the art of filmmaking, and the construction of imagery used to promote movies. A contact sheet—also known as a proof sheet or contact print—is a printed reproduction of one or more strips of developed film, exposed at a one-to-one ratio in order to produce positive images in the same size as the frames on the negatives. In the pre-digital era, these sheets were used to preview the contents of an exposed roll of film at a glance, in order to select specific images to be printed at a larger size. Because of their ability to condense many different shots onto one printed sheet, contact sheets are useful to the historian in that they offer a quick, chronological visual summary of a photo shoot and the person, place, or event documented.

Their inherent narrative value is one reason why Hollywood contact sheets hold so much interest. Another is their ability to document both the creation of, as Alois M. Müller put it, the “monumental facade,” and the slippage of that facade. Given the great artificiality of moviemaking and the role still photography plays in, essentially, selling lies, it’s all the more remarkable to see the moments of spontaneity or misstep that are often visible in the outtakes, right alongside images deemed supportive of the facade, and thus commercially useful. Contact sheets show aspects of moviemaking that someone—a star, a producer, a publicity department, a photographer, a photo editor—didn’t want us to see.

As an art form, a trade, and a functional aspect of the filmmaking process, the act of still photography on the sets of motion pictures has evolved enormously over the past 100 years. It has been part of the filmmaking process at least as far back as 1910, when the rise of the fan press and glossy magazines such as Vanity Fair increased demand for photos of stars. The earliest stills were usually distributed with no photographer attributed; back then, motion picture cinematographers were often asked to also take stills, which in addition to advertising and marketing, were used for production reference and occasionally special effects. In the early days of cinema, stills were shot on the largest film formats available, usually 8x10 negatives. These very high-detail, very large cameras were mounted on tripods, limiting a photographer’s movement and ability to capture spontaneous imagery; thus, most early set stills were group shots of cast and crew, or documentation of sets and costumes. Few were taken, and because strips of film were not used, there are few if any existent contact sheets.

Given the widespread destruction and deterioration of early films (90 percent of American films made before 1929 are considered lost), there are stars whose legends have survived solely or primarily based on their publicity stills. In 1915, Jack Freulich’s shots of actress Theda Bara posed as a female vampire made Bara a notorious siren before her first major film, A Fool There Was, had even been seen. Soon thereafter, Bara became the star of Hollywood’s first Cleopatra; though no complete prints of that 1917 silent survive, still photographs do, and they give a sense of Bara’s approach to the role and the essential elements of her star persona. Freulich’s images of Bara made him one of the most in-demand still photographers in Hollywood, and in 1919 he was hired by Universal to serve as the studio’s director of portrait galleries, making him the first still photographer on a studio payroll. In the 1920s, most studios followed suit, setting up their own still departments. Unlike the cameramen who took stills when they were finished with their motion shots, the professional still photographers understood that their job was not merely to document the stars or their actions on the set, but instead to manufacture the image that would sell them to the public, and subsequently lure customers into theaters. Given that goal, and also the size and slowness of the silver plate cameras used at the time, still photographers could not simply take their shots while a scene was being filmed, but would often recreate the action of the scene after it had been shot. Soon photo galleries were built on studio lots for the shooting of all-important portraits of stars.

An early proponent and benefactor of the art of the film still was director/producer Cecil B. DeMille, who hired well-known photographers to shoot stills on the sets of films such as The Ten Commandments. William Mortensen’s stills on the set of DeMille’s The King of Kings (1927) are thought to be the first motion picture stills to be captured with a hand-held camera, documenting the scenes while the motion picture camera rolled, rather than recreating the action after the fact. From the 1920s through the 1930s, the style and craft of still photographs evolved and deepened in sophistication; as photographers developed new lighting techniques and stylistic tropes, the Hollywood glamour portrait, in all its staged decadence, was born. These photographs were generally shot with large, mounted cameras using very high-detail individual negatives, on fixed sets that could be (and were) cosmetically redressed, but necessitated fixed poses from the actors. The process lent itself to beautiful but homogenized images; for instance, the same background screen can be seen in publicity photographs of Norma Shearer, Marlene Dietrich, and Ramon Novarro, all of them taken by George Hurrell. And, because the top stars had approval over their publicity photos, the outtakes of their portrait sections were contractually hidden from the public, ensuring that only the most polished and controlled images would be widely seen.

The practice of having a photographer dedicated to documenting a production in stills, often called a unit photographer, became standard after David O. Selznick hired Fred Parrish to shadow him on the set of Gone with the Wind (1939). Hollywood and the media that covered the film industry were becoming increasingly interdependent. A photographer on set was now both documentarian, and the artisan of precious materials that could bridge the divide between advertising and editorial. Smaller, portable cameras, utilizing 2 ¼ negatives, slowly came into circulation. The lightweight Leica portable camera, first introduced in 1925, took rolls of 35mm film, the same size as the celluloid that was now standard for capturing motion pictures, but it took decades for 35mm to fully usurp larger formats as the standard medium for stills. Roman Freulich (brother of Jack), a staff photographer at Universal, was one of the first to experiment with still 35mm, beginning in 1930, but his employers had little faith in the small negatives, and insisted he continue to take photos with the large Speed-Graphic camera as well. In 1937, in a how-to document on the shooting of “candid-camera images” circulated by the studio, Fox staff photographer Gene Kornman advocated for the use of 35mm, writing that “satisfactory” results could be had, “if you take the same care in exposing a double frame of 35mm film as you would take in exposing an expensive 11x14 negative.” His wording suggests that in 1937, over a decade after the introduction of the Leica, the use of small-format film in the context of Hollywood still photography was considered controversial. In 1939, on the set of a Deanna Durbin feature
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