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FOREWORD 

BY AUSTIN PENDLETON 

When movie lovers hear the name Billy Wilder, several words come to mind: inventive, talented, versatile, and tough-as-nails. I had the special privilege of working with him during the production of 1974’s The Front Page, a picture that is one of the man’s many notable achievements. J.R. Jordan’s book, Magic Time: The Films and Scripts of Billy Wilder, offers a detailed analysis of such achievements, and when Joe first asked me if I would be receptive to writing the foreword of the book, I was both honored and humbled.

Billy offered me the role of Earl Williams without meeting me. He contacted Deborah Coleman, my agent, and asked her if I would be interested. I jumped at it. Everything happened so fast. I was performing in Murray Schisgal’s An American Millionaire on Broadway. The experience was delicious, but following Deborah’s phone call, it became clear I had to leave it. Right away. I gave my last performance on a Tuesday night. By noon on Wednesday, in Los Angeles, I was facing the camera for The Front Page.

After we shot the first take of my first scene, Billy said, very sweetly, that he respected my work as an actor too much to allow the American public to see what I had just done. So I changed it.

I.A.L. Diamond was present on the set every day. Occasionally, he would make slight revisions to the dialogue. I had a fine time with Jack Lemmon, Walter Matthau, and Carol Burnett. Carol and I spent a lot of our time on the set playing Scrabble, and we became pretty close. I only interacted with Jack and Walter when we were filming our scenes. They were hugely supportive. Following the production, I, alas, never saw Walter again, but I did run into Jack, both in New York and in Los Angeles, quite a few times. We always talked at some length. I ran into Jack in a restaurant after I had seen him on Broadway in Long Day’s Journey Into Night, in which, by the way, he was extraordinary.

Billy Wilder was not like any other director I’ve ever worked with. He was kind and demanding. He was invariably witty and very, very serious, but even when he was serious the wit was explicit. One time, after I had done a particularly chaotic take of a close-up I had in my scene with Martin Gabel, Billy just walked over to me, put his hand on my shoulder, and then, without a word, walked back to the camera and said, “Action!” The following take was fine. I am not sure I ever saw Billy again. Needless to say, I miss him, but so does everybody.


INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

During the production of Some Like It Hot (1959), the time came for Billy Wilder to direct a scene set in the compartment of a train, or more specifically, in the close quarters of one of the compartment’s berths. The scene included several performers, and in such a tight space, it became a struggle to capture the action on film. Jack Lemmon was present, and anytime he found himself in a specific situation, good or bad, he often relied on various methods to stay motivated. Immediately prior to performing in a scene, for example, he would declare, “It’s magic time!” Laurie Mitchell, who had appeared in Some Like It Hot as Mary Lou, later reflected on Lemmon’s demeanor and concluded it was contagious, because on that very day, Wilder adopted the slogan as his own and used it to motivate select performers, especially Marilyn Monroe.

Magic Time: The Films and Scripts of Billy Wilder presents a survey of over thirty motion pictures. Throughout his life, the legendary director granted numerous interviews. The most avid of fans, however, will discover some of the personal statements made by Wilder to be contradictory. For example, he claimed to have once secretly resided in the ladies’ room of the Chateau Marmont Hotel, as desperate times called for desperate measures. This supposedly occurred during the 1930s, when Wilder returned to the United States following a relatively brief detainment in Mexicali. Other sources suggest he did not reside in the ladies’ room, but instead, a closet connected to the ladies’ room. Whatever the case may be, Wilder’s life was extraordinary, so much that several books have been written about him. Ed Sikov’s On Sunset Boulevard: The Life and Times of Billy Wilder presents an outstanding, thorough account of the man’s life, and Conversations with Wilder is another great source because its author, fellow film director Cameron Crowe, was afforded the opportunity to get up close and personal, asking the most pertinent of questions during a series of lengthy interviews. I am appreciative of the contributions made by both Sikov and Crowe, as their books proved to be very helpful over the course of my own research. I would also like to acknowledge the following individuals who, at one time or another, offered their support towards the completion of the book you are currently reading: Charlie Matthau, Ruta Lee, Ronnie Sperling, Marthe Keller, Rex McGee, Lisa Linsky, Paul Kimura, Robert Bellissimo, David Maqui, Lilly Ramin, Amy McInerney, Pat Cardi, Victoria Bessé, Steve Randisi, Jaime Paglia, Will Leitch, Jason Fry, Shannon McRae, Ian Simmons, Martin Keady, Ben, Sarah Joseph and Austin Pendleton.

I am grateful for the support my wife, Jennifer, has provided through the years. Additionally, Jocelyn and Justin, my two children, have been a blessing since the day they were born, and it is to the both of them this book is faithfully dedicated. 

J.R.J.
Hidden Valley, CA
January 31, 2023
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BEGIN THE BEGUINE 

At one point during The Seven Year Itch (1955), Richard Sherman prepares cocktails: a Tom Collins for himself and a Tom Collins for Marilyn Monroe’s unnamed character. She is a guest in his apartment, and as he serves her drink, the stage becomes set. The moment has arrived, and a request of the utmost importance is about to be made, but not before Sherman utters a passionate declaration. “The beguine has begun,” he says, and so it was on June 22, 1906, when Samuel Wilder was born in Sucha Beskidzka, a Galician village in what is now Poland, to Maximilian and Eugenia Wilder. Young Samuel had a brother, Willie, who was older only by a couple of years. The family settled in nearby Kraków because Maximilian was the proprietor of a café at the local railroad depot. In fact, he owned several cafés that were stationed along the Vienna-Lemberg line.

Before Samuel was born, Eugenia spent a few years with an uncle who lived in Manhattan. She became fascinated with American culture and took a particular liking to Buffalo Bill, which many speculate is the reason she started addressing Samuel as Billie.

Following the outbreak of World War I, the Wilders moved to Vienna. This new setting featured its share of challenges, but they adjusted. The death of Franz Joseph I, Emperor of Austria, became an especially noteworthy event in the life of the young Billie Wilder. He was afforded the opportunity to attend the funeral procession, and it was a day he never forgot. Decades later, in fact, Wilder wrote The Emperor Waltz (1948), a script that features Franz Joseph I, fictionalized and all, as a supporting character of the narrative.

When the war concluded in 1918, the city underwent considerable change. American movies, for example, became a popular pastime. Wilder watched as many as possible and followed the careers of select performers, especially Douglas Fairbanks. A formidable language barrier proved to be an issue, though. The Wilder family was Jewish, and they spoke German, but Wilder himself desired a better understanding of the English language. In time, having taken an avid interest in jazz, he learned his first words by memorizing the lyrics of several songs.

It was not until Wilder saw an American newsreel that he became persuaded to pursue a career in journalism. Imré Békessy, an Austro-Hungarian publisher, was the head of two tabloid newspapers, Die Stunde (The Hour) and Die Bühne (The Stage). Wilder struggled to get his foot in the door and created crossword puzzles for Die Bühne before finally writing his first article. It was a profile of Sari Fedak, a Hungarian performer. Not only was Fedak divorced from playwright Ferenc Molnár, she was supposedly having an affair with Békessy. Time passed, and Wilder became a more experienced journalist. Békessy, however, did not have the best reputation. Some questioned whether Die Stunde and Die Bühne would stand the test of time. If the circulation of these newspapers suddenly came to an end, it would spell certain doom for Wilder.

One day, Paul Whiteman, the popular American bandleader, arrived in Vienna with his troupe, and Wilder made a solid first impression upon meeting them at the station. Wilder was a devoted fanatic and wasted little time writing an appreciative article about the man and his music. Despite Wilder’s very limited knowledge of English, Whiteman found him to be charming. The band was in the middle of a European tour, and their next stop was Berlin. On a sudden whim, Whiteman invited Wilder to join them. The timing was impeccable. A troubled Békessy was expected by those of his inner circle to flee Vienna, and if this occurred, Die Stunde and Die Bühne would possibly cease to exist. Although Wilder had never been to Berlin, the opportunity was promising, and it did not take long for him to accept Whiteman’s invitation.

Upon arrival, the first few days were exciting. Whiteman soon departed for Paris, though, and Wilder was unsure of his next move. He certainly did not desire a return to Vienna. Eventually, Wilder became a freelance reporter for the Berliner Nachtausgabe. His work, however, was not always taken seriously. Berlin, a city with over a hundred newspapers in circulation, proved to be much different than Vienna. A despondent Wilder all but lost hope when an opportunity at the Hotel Eden became available, and he landed the most extraordinary of jobs. Put simply, Wilder was being paid to dance with older women. He had turned into a gigolo. The money was good, and Wilder was even able to write some articles about his experiences, but another subject ultimately became the center of attention.

When aviator Clarence Chamberlin took off from Long Island’s Roosevelt Field on June 4, 1927, he did so with the intention of breaking Charles Lindbergh’s record for the longest transatlantic flight. Accompanying Chamberlin on the “Miss Columbia” was Charles Levine, president of the Columbia Aircraft Corporation. Wilder, the enterprising reporter, followed the story closely and intended to meet the plane upon its arrival, but the “Miss Columbia” ran out of fuel and was forced to make an emergency landing near Eisleben. Alas, the meeting was not meant to be. The memory nevertheless remained with Wilder, and it became the inspiration for The Spirit of St. Louis (1957).

By 1928, Willie had moved to the United States. Maximilian and Eugenia, meanwhile, harbored aspirations of their youngest son becoming a lawyer, but it was wishful thinking on their part. They were at least grateful he was still living in Europe. Sadly, on November 10th, Maximilian died of a stomach ailment. He was actually in Berlin visiting Wilder when the tragedy occurred. Needless to say, the ensuing months were filled with desolation, melancholy, and woe.

Brighter prospects emerged when Fred Zinnemann entered the picture. Like Wilder, he, too, had abandoned Vienna for Berlin. They collaborated with brothers Curt and Robert Siodmak on the production of Menschen am Sonntag, or People on Sunday (1930). For his contribution, Wilder received a “manuskript” credit. Those appearing in the film were not professional actors, but instead, amateurs who allowed themselves to be photographed while going about their daily lives. Perhaps the greatest thing about People on Sunday is that it depicts a special kind of Berlin, one that existed before Adolf Hitler rose to power. However, it was not a film Wilder could call his own, so in order to attain more autonomy, a major change became necessary. 

[image: ]

People on Sunday.
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MAUVAISE GRAINE 

On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany. His authority was further extended when the Reichstag adopted the Enabling Act of 1933. Billie Wilder, being Jewish, understood all too well Germany’s deteriorating situation and naturally did not intend to remain. Paris therefore became his immediate destination of choice. Wilder settled at the Ansonia, a hotel popular among aspiring writers, most of whom had also fled Germany. Fellow residents H.G. Lustig and Max Kolpe eventually approached Wilder with the idea for a script concerning Parisian car thieves. Together, they wrote Mauvaise Graine (Bad Seed). Georges Bernier, an up-and-comer of French cinema, was willing to finance the project but became concerned with the group’s lack of experience. Of the three writers, none had ever directed a film. Enter Alexandre Esway. By 1933, he had several credits to his name and was willing to share directing responsibilities with Wilder. Bernier approved, and the cast and crew assembled shortly thereafter. Musician Allan Gray was hired to score the picture. In addition, a composer with considerable experience, also a resident of the Ansonia, agreed to help, and it was perhaps a simple twist of fate that brought this individual into contact with Wilder, because both men would later collaborate during the productions of Sunset Boulevard (1950) and The Spirit of St. Louis (1957). The composer’s name: Franz Waxman. 

Henri Pasquier (Pierre Mingand), a carefree individual who enjoys cruising the streets of Paris with friends, values his car above anything else. Their adventures, however, are soon cut short. Le docteur (Paul Escoffier), Pasquier’s father, abruptly sells the car, no longer wishing to financially support his son. Pasquier has no interest in a nine-to-five job and therefore steals another car. His actions subsequently lead to further trouble. A ring of car thieves, led by le chef (Michel Duran), takes notice. Pasquier joins the syndicate and becomes attracted to Jeannette (Danielle Darrieux), the lone female of the group. He also befriends her brother, Jean-la-Cravate (Raymond Galle). Pasquier figures many risks are being taken to acquire the vehicles and demands greater compensation for everyone involved. Le chef resents Pasquier’s courage and arranges for him to deliver a vehicle, one with a poorly-repaired axle, to Marseilles. Jeannette tags along. During the trip, they arouse the suspicion of the police and a chase ensues. The axle is on the verge of snapping when all control is lost and the car crashes into a small body of water. Pasquier and Jeannette, both unharmed, evade capture. The following day they hitchhike with the intention of returning to Paris. Although during their trek, a joint decision is made to begin a new life elsewhere. Jeannette does not wish to abandon her brother. Pasquier agrees to rescue him, going it alone. Meanwhile, the authorities have become privy to the location of Garage Monico, the syndicate’s hideout. Le chef is instantly killed when the vehicle he uses as a means of escape crashes into a tree. Pasquier manages to flee the hideout with Jean-la-Cravate in tow, but the latter becomes fatally wounded by the police. A sullen Pasquier reunites with Jeannette, and together, they depart France via ocean liner. 

As Mauvaise Graine begins, Wilder introduces the characters one by one. Character names accompany the featured image. Also visible to audiences are the performers’ real names, included in parentheses. Some characters, however, are labeled only by the objects frequently in their possession, and fictitious names, first and last, are not revealed. For example, one character (Marcel Maupi) is rarely seen without his panama. He is therefore presented as l’homme-au-panama (the man in the panama). Another character (Paul Velsa), due to his love of peanuts, becomes known as l’homme-aux-cacahuètes (the peanut man). Wilder’s protagonist, on the other hand, is simply introduced as Henry Pasquier. Seconds later, we learn of our hero’s backstory through a series of captions, and his first name, in the moment, appears as Henri, not Henry. In spite of this flaw, Mauvaise Graine remains worthy of appreciation. Although Wilder and Alexandre Esway were amateurs at the time of the production, both were afforded the opportunity to hone their craft through experimentation. To transition from one scene to the next, for example, wipes often become visible. The idea may have been Esway’s considering this technique is completely absent from any other film directed by Wilder, but one noteworthy scene, transpiring early in the picture, does resemble Wilder’s style. Jeannette walks along the sidewalk in search of prey. She is then approached by a well-to-do man who drives a fancy Studebaker. He brings the car to a halt, leaving audiences to wonder if Jeannette will enter the vehicle. Meanwhile, a horse carriage traverses the road and passes directly in front of the camera, blocking any onscreen action. By the time the carriage disappears from view, Jeannette is revealed to be comfortably seated in the Studebaker.1 Both directors, especially Wilder, do an exceptional job of presenting the seventy-five minute narrative to audiences. A pair of supporting characters prove to be the backbone of the film. Yet, it is the inclusion of an artful cinematic technique that ultimately guides the picture to its appropriate, fitting conclusion.

Le zèbre (Jean Wall), a character who adorns striped attire and is appropriately named for the horse-like animal, is the most inept individual of the syndicate but proves vital to the story. In the long run, his incompetence attracts the attention of the police, putting a much-needed end to the ongoing thefts. The trouble begins when Jeannette sets a trap for l’homme-au-panama, whose car is subsequently stolen by le zèbre. The latter struggles to control the vehicle. Its front fender has become partially detached and is uneven. Viewers, unaware of how the damage occurred, are compelled to use their imaginations. Prior to the theft, the vehicle had not been in l’homme-au-panama’s possession for very long and was in pristine condition. It is therefore suggested le zèbre, through his reckless driving, probably caused the damage himself. To make matters worse, as he approaches Garage Monico, the vehicle clips a tree and loses its rear license plate in the process. A boy then retrieves the plate and treasures it as a memento. He is later spotted by l’homme-au-panama. The boy declares the plate was found in front of Garage Monico. The beginning of the end is accordingly imminent as the police make their move. Their arrival at the hideout coincides with that of le zèbre, who has foolishly stolen a bus, one that is easily traceable. Hence, the raid begins, and the syndicate has reached a point of no return. Le zèbre, in short, is presented as an individual who performs many tasks incorrectly. In fact, his only shining moment occurs earlier in the narrative at a local resort. Le chef, pleased with the progress his syndicate has made, treats the group to an afternoon of swimming. Jean-la-Cravate, obsessed with neckties, steals as many as possible while the others swim. Le zèbre, however, chooses not to remove his, instead concealing it with the robe he wears. The decision is made at the expense of recreation. Yet, although le zèbre abstains from swimming, he outsmarts a man who is seldom fooled.

Jean-la-Cravate, as audiences quickly learn, is several steps ahead of the other characters, but his importance to the film exists primarily because of the bond he forms with Pasquier. A special relationship, comparable to one shared between siblings, becomes central to the story. Pasquier will not commit to a nine-to-five job, much to the disappointment of his father. Jean-la-Cravate, too, shuns honest work. Oddly enough, he is praised by Pasquier’s father, who says, “I feel better knowing [my son] has a friend like you.” Never mind the fact that both men have only known each other for mere seconds. Had it not been for Jean-la-Cravate’s obsession with neckties, though, his friendship with Pasquier would probably cease to exist. It all begins when Gaby (Gaby Héritier), a member of the syndicate, chases Jean-la-Cravate, who has stolen the former’s tie. Pasquier intervenes by sticking his foot into the path of the oncoming assailant. Gaby trips and falls to the ground. Jean-la-Cravate, unsurprisingly, takes an immediate liking to Pasquier, who is then persuaded to participate in the theft of a vehicle. Through the experience, he bonds with Jean-la-Cravate. Yet, Jeannette plays an integral role in the development of their friendship. As the sister of Jean-la-Cravate, she is alluring. Jeannette is first seen with l’homme-au-panama upon the film’s beginning. Together, they enter an auto mechanic’s place of business. Pasquier, in need of an optimal horn for his vehicle, is also present and chooses to engage Jeannette in conversation. She accepts his invitation to meet him later that afternoon. It is only a matter of time before the audience learns Jeannette is part of the syndicate, and some may question whether she agreed to the date only to later steal Pasquier’s car. Regardless of the motives at stake, Jeannette ultimately confesses the recession is responsible for her current predicament. She was originally employed as a secretary for a rug distributor and sometimes wishes she was working a nine-to-five job. Jeannette’s mindset is unlike that of her brother, an individual she refers to as “such a kid.” Nevertheless, without the character of Jean-la-Cravate, her relationship with Pasquier would have ended early in the narrative. Instead, their relationship thrives. Le chef, attempting to boost morale among the syndicate, eventually takes the group to a swimming resort for an afternoon of fun. Jean-la-Cravate, however, raids the belongings of select patrons currently in the water. Despite having a collection of over three hundred ties, he simply desires more. As a result, the thefts cause a commotion at the resort. Le chef wishes not to draw any attention toward the syndicate and privately attacks Jean-la-Cravate. Pasquier intervenes, but his actions lead to further issues. Preparations for an elaborate death are subsequently made, thereby setting the stage for a memorable scene of the picture.

Following the failed attempt on Pasquier’s life, he and Jeannette hitchhike along a desolate road, and Wilder’s use of a reverse tracking shot makes the scene all the more enjoyable to viewers. It lasts approximately two minutes and presents an important conversation between hero and heroine. During their trek, Pasquier says, “We’re going back to Paris. There’s no other way.” They also ponder the value of risking their lives by returning to le chef ’s employ. Jeannette comes to a direct realization. “You were starting to get in his way,” she says of Pasquier’s strained relationship with le chef. Their “brute” of a boss was not used to being challenged by his employees.2 Pasquier is unlike the other members of the syndicate. He comes from money and therefore speaks his mind whenever le chef attempts to compensate the group with mere “peanuts.” Too many risks are involved. Pasquier essentially offers a perspective no other employee can. A memorable shot of the film occurs when members of the syndicate realize they are being shortchanged and then glare at their boss with disdain. Wilder captures the action with a slow pan from left to right, but perhaps his greatest achievement of Mauvaise Graine is the aforementioned reverse tracking shot. Although Pasquier and Jeannette trudge along the road with Paris in mind, they surprisingly find themselves in Marseille, and when a nearby vendor sells ties, it serves as a stark reminder. Consequently, Pasquier returns to Garage Monico, intending to rescue Jean-la-Cravate from further danger. The latter, however, exhibits a peculiar demeanor when police raid the premises. It is out of character for Jean-la-Cravate. He is uncontrollably frantic, and gone is the confidence he usually displays when stealing ties. Alas, his fate is virtually sealed during the raid. Shortly thereafter, Pasquier’s father, an accomplished doctor, confirms Jean-la-Cravate’s death. He then faces his son, and asks, “Will you do everything I tell you?” The following scene depicts Pasquier departing France with Jeannette. Wilder’s ending, in short, is subject to interpretation. It is unclear whether Pasquier’s father demanded his son leave the country. Nevertheless, some of the greatest motion pictures in the annals of cinema feature ambiguous endings, and Wilder’s first directorial achievement is clearly no exception. 

During the production of Mauvaise Graine, Wilder worked diligently. “I had to be everybody from the producer to the script girl,” he later recalled. Danielle Darrieux, in particular, attested to Wilder’s integrity. She knew Alexandre Esway was involved with the production but never saw him on the set. Ideally, Mauvaise Graine should be considered a Wilder film and nothing more. Some of its elements interestingly foreshadow his career in America. By way of illustration, when le zèbre realizes his blunder upon losing the license plate, he says, “Merde,” a profane word of the French language. Through the inclusion of such a word, Wilder was pushing boundaries long before his frequent battles with the Production Code Administration.

On a positive note, Mauvaise Graine features an early reference to Maurice Chevalier, a performer Wilder greatly admired. The two would later have the opportunity to collaborate during the production of Love in the Afternoon (1957).

By the time Mauvaise Graine premiered in the summer of 1934, Wilder had already departed France for America. “I still didn’t think of myself as a director, not exactly. I wasn’t certain I liked being a director, but I did know I could do it. That was satisfying,” he said. Wilder’s greatest challenge during the production of Mauvaise Graine was its budget. He was not granted the use of a soundstage. Instead, a converted auto shop was used to film a majority of the interiors, and when Wilder took to the streets, car chases were photographed without transparencies. He described the experience as “exhausting.” The camera was mounted on the back of a moving vehicle, and it became very difficult to capture all of the action. Wilder nevertheless prevailed. Nouvelle Vague, or French New Wave, is the form of cinema that emerged during the late 1950s. It has been praised for its rejection of traditional producing methods in favor of new ideas. Wilder was therefore a man ahead of his time, and of Mauvaise Graine, he declared, “We were doing nouvelle vague a quarter of a century before they invented a fancy name for it.” 
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Danielle Darrieux. 
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Pierre Mingand and Raymond Galle.
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Similar to what will later be seen in The Apartment (1960), a compact mirror reveals much. 
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Mauvaise Graine.


 

 

 

____________________________

1 Years later, Wilder used a similar technique when presenting the cynical Lorraine Minosa of Ace in the Hole (1951) as she ponders boarding a bus to permanently depart the town in which she resides.

2 Upon the film’s beginning, le chef offers Pasquier money as compensation for a stolen vehicle. It is nevertheless rejected. Le chef believes the refusal to be a negotiation for more money, but such is not the case. “My regards to your mother,” he then says to the departing Pasquier. Only the latter’s father, however, is introduced to audiences. Pasquier’s mother remains unseen. Wilder depicts similar scenarios when presenting the protagonists of films such as Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife (1938) and Love in the Afternoon (1957).
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ONWARD! 

In 1934, when Billie Wilder first set foot in the United States, he considered himself to be a lucky man. Those who had chosen to remain in Europe faced a much different set of circumstances. To them, the future appeared bleak, as the Nazi presence was rapidly expanding.

Wilder spent his first few weeks in America visiting Willie, who was residing on Long Island. The change of scenery was refreshing to say the least. Wilder wasted little time exploring Manhattan. He found it relatively similar to Berlin, without, of course, the potential threat of death lurking on every corner.

In time, Wilder took a train to California and reunited with Joe May, a film director he knew from his days at the Ansonia. Instead of some gaudy hotel, they were now residing in a custom Hollywood Hills home. May owned the house, and Wilder paid rent. The arrangement was simple.

Wilder continued to struggle with the English language. When he had earlier crossed the Atlantic, he purposely sailed on a British ship to gain more exposure. Alas, English is not an easy language to learn, and Wilder’s first visit to Columbia Pictures proved disastrous. May introduced him to Sam Briskin, the executive assistant to studio head Harry Cohn. Briskin, frustrated with Wilder’s inability to speak clearly, had little faith, and the episode at Columbia was short-lived. To make matters worse, an unscheduled exit from the United States became inevitable. Wilder’s visa was only temporary. Furthermore, he was renting a room from May and therefore lacked a permanent residence. Wilder essentially had no choice but to cross the border in hopes of one day returning on a new visa.

In Mexico, Wilder encountered many Europeans in similar situations. At a time when Nazi power was on the rise, a fair amount of escapees sought refuge in the border town of Mexicali. Additionally, the Great Depression was in full effect, making it difficult for select Americans to financially sponsor anyone wishing to immigrate to the United States. Interestingly enough, Wilder’s time in Mexicali did not last as long as that of his fellow refugees, and his harrowing journey back to America ultimately became the basis for Hold Back the Dawn (1941).

Upon returning to Hollywood, Wilder landed a job with Twentieth Century Fox. His first assignment was to pen the screenplay of a Joe May picture. It became known as Music in the Air (1934). Wilder shared writing responsibilities with Howard Irving Young, an American originally from Jersey City. Following this assignment, both men worked together on the script of Under Pressure (1935). Yet, perhaps due to the box office failure of Music in the Air, their roles and responsibilities had been considerably reduced. For example, Wilder himself was only asked to contribute additional dialogue and did not receive screen credit for his work.

Others, too, appeared to have suffered some backlash following the release of Music in the Air. Gloria Swanson, the female lead of the picture, was criticized for her performance. Another seven years would pass before she starred in another film, and much later, Wilder and Swanson would again cross paths during the production of what arguably became his greatest directorial effort.

Regarding the lackluster reception of Under Pressure, the future did not appear to be promising. Enter Hanns Schwarz and Franz Schulz. Along with Wilder, they were commissioned by Twentieth Century Fox to make improvements to Lottery Lover (1935), a continuity in desperate need of attention. Since all three occasionally struggled with the English language, they decided to write their script in German. It was soon translated, filmed, and released. At times, things will become lost in translation, and it is unclear how much of the original story remained. Nevertheless, Lottery Lover fared well with the American public, and around this time, Billie Wilder became Billy Wilder.

Meanwhile, the situation in Europe was worsening. Wilder’s mother was living in Vienna, and it was only a matter of time before Austria would fall to the Nazis. He therefore made the bold decision to depart for Europe. Although Wilder was able to visit with his mother and her new husband, he could not convince them to leave.

A return to the United States occurred in December of 1935. Wilder eventually met Judith Coppicus, a woman whose father was in charge of Columbia Artists. An avid painter, she enjoyed art more than film. Wilder nevertheless loved her wit, among many other things, and their romance bloomed. Following months of serious dating, they were married in Yuma, Arizona, on December 22, 1936.

Around this time, Wilder became acquainted with playwright H.S. Kraft. Together, they were commissioned by Paramount Pictures to write Champagne Waltz (1937). For the script’s setting, Wilder decided on the familiar locale of Vienna. The story, in its simplest form, concerns an ongoing feud between two nightclubs. Although Wilder and Kraft presented a solid narrative to studio executives, others were hired to polish the script. Fortunately, an important element from Wilder and Kraft’s version remained. The character of Buzzy Bellew, an American musician, entertains from beginning to end, but more significant is Paramount’s choice to play such a character. Illinois-native Fred MacMurray appears as Bellew, and he and Wilder would later collaborate on more than one memorable occasion.

Several assignments into Wilder’s Hollywood experience, a pattern was beginning to develop. His scripts were considered by industry professionals to be good, not great, and although the collaborations in which he participated with fellow writers proved satisfactory, something was missing. Wilder desired the ideal partner, one who not only understood the true intricacies of screenwriting, but one who also understood Wilder himself.

As it turned out, though, writing was the least of Wilder’s problems. During his marriage to Judith, she gave birth to twins: Vincent and Victoria. The first few weeks of the newborns’ lives appeared promising. Alas, Vincent suddenly succumbed to congenital atelectasis, a condition affecting the lungs. He was only three months old, and news of his death came as a shock to everyone. Years passed, and Wilder and Judith divorced. To make matters worse, those of Wilder’s family who chose to remain in Europe, particularly his mother, stepfather, and grandmother, ultimately perished in the concentration camps at Auschwitz. Wilder was never the same, and he lived with this pain for the rest of his days.
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BLUEBEARD’S EIGHTH WIFE 

Birds of a feather, peas in a pod, as thick as thieves…idioms such as these epitomize a memorable collaboration of the twentieth century. When Billy Wilder and Charles Brackett developed ideas for films and subsequently put pen to paper, the two were of like mind. Both men, under contract to Paramount during the 1930s, were introduced to each other by Manny Wolfe, head of the studio’s writing department. “Now you two go and talk to Mr. Lubitsch, and see whether he likes you,” Wolfe said. Wilder happened to be a great admirer of Ernst Lubitsch, the acclaimed film director. This sudden opportunity to come face to face with a childhood hero was not only extraordinary; it was unexpected. The meeting with Lubitsch went well, because less than an hour later, Wilder and Brackett received their first assignment: Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife.

A silent film of the same name had been produced by Paramount fifteen years earlier. It is loosely based on a legendary French folktale, simply entitled Bluebeard. Written by Charles Perrault, the tale was first published in 1697. Its story revolves around Bluebeard, a wealthy individual who has been married seven times and therefore develops a shady reputation. Each marriage has ended under mysterious circumstances, as his wives have disappeared without a trace. When the time comes for Bluebeard to marry again, he targets the youngest daughter of his neighbor. At first apprehensive, she eventually agrees to be his wife. Bluebeard departs for a business trip a few weeks following their wedding. He permits his wife to enjoy all the luxuries their lavish home has to offer, but she is warned to avoid a closet at the end of the long gallery on the ground floor. In time, his instructions are disobeyed. Bluebeard’s wife enters the spacious closet only to discover a floor, covered with clotted blood, on which the bodies of several dead women lay. He later returns and discovers her insubordination. A livid Bluebeard declares his wife will soon be joining the others, but her siblings, out of concern, arrive on the scene and strike him dead.

Wilder and Brackett recognized Perrault’s tale as a classic piece of literature. However, they intended to craft a less gruesome narrative and considered the silent film adaptation to be a worthwhile source. All in all, though, it was decided their script would be unique. 

Michael Brandon (Gary Cooper), an American entrepreneur and multimillionaire, shops at a department store along the French Riviera. In need of pajamas, he wishes to purchase the shirt but shows no interest in the pants. Store policy nevertheless dictates all items must be sold completely intact. Brandon is displeased. Yet, before the situation escalates, Nicole (Claudette Colbert), a patron of the store, arrives on the scene and agrees to purchase the pants. Later, at his hotel, he struggles with insomnia. The staff believe a new room will solve the problem. As Brandon is taken there, he discovers it to be occupied by the Marquis De Loiselle (Edward Everett Horton). They greet one another, but the conversation turns sour. The marquis, who has been lying in bed, then emerges from under the covers. He is wearing the exact pants Nicole purchased. Brandon eventually learns the marquis is her father. Romance is in the air. It does take long, however, for Nicole to dismiss Brandon’s advances. Initially arrogant, he comes to his senses and apologizes to her. Over dinner, Nicole falls in love with Brandon and they soon become engaged. After learning he has been married seven times, though, she considers calling off the engagement. Nicole instead adopts a shrewd mindset and negotiates a pre-marriage settlement. Should they divorce, she will receive $100 thousand a year for the remainder of her life. Nicole and Brandon marry. Following a lackluster honeymoon, they move to a Paris apartment but reside in separate rooms. Their marriage takes a turn for the worse. Nicole successfully persuades Brandon to grant her a divorce. As a result, it takes an emotional toll on him. He suffers a nervous breakdown and is committed to a sanitarium. A remorseful Nicole, prohibited from visiting Brandon, considers her options. The marquis ultimately uses funds from the divorce settlement to purchase the sanitarium. Nicole gains access and helps Brandon to realize that, for the first time since his days in college, he has remained single for six consecutive months. She then professes her love for him. Clearly a changed man, Brandon reciprocates. 

In 1921, Alfred Savoir, a French writer, celebrated the premiere of his play, La huitième femme de Barbe-Bleue. Two years later, English teacher Charlton Andrews was commissioned by Paramount to translate Savoir’s work so that the aforementioned silent could be produced. Entitled Bluebeard’s 8th Wife, it was released on September 9, 1923, and fared well with audiences. The featured genre, one of comedy, is a far cry from the murderous overtones of Perrault’s folktale. Wilder and Brackett, too, wished to avoid a serious narrative but decided to write a script that was quite different from that of the 1923 version. Considerable attention was granted to Nicole De Loiselle, the most specific of characters. “[Claudette Colbert] was a good actress, who was not excited when she got the part, and she was not excited when she didn’t get the part,” Wilder said. “She was a good, funny actress, a professional who never missed a line – but on the other hand, there was nothing surprising about her.” Colbert’s onscreen persona shines throughout the duration of Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife. At one point during Brandon’s marriage to Nicole, he hires Monsieur Pepinard (Herman Bing), a private detective, to watch her every move. A fear of discovery nevertheless becomes imminent. “She doesn’t even know that I exist,” Pepinard assures Brandon. Yet, during the following scene, Nicole turns the tables and confronts Pepinard. Well aware of his existence, she also knows of the detective’s private life, particularly his infidelity. Pepinard’s hand is forced, and he has no choice but to expose Brandon as his client and henceforth follow her lead. Nicole is a solid character. Brandon, on the other hand, is an individual of many flaws. Wilder and Brackett’s narrative features a setting in which some men, specifically those who are emotionally close to Nicole, wear a façade of confidence but occasionally struggle to conceal their apparent imperfections.

Albert De Regnier (David Niven), a friend and suitor of Nicole, is initially presented as one who is stable. However, he becomes careless about prioritizing his responsibilities. De Regnier’s first onscreen encounter with Nicole occurs on a French Riviera beach. They appear to be mildly attracted to each other. An eavesdropping Brandon comes between them, though. Nicole maintains some hope that De Regnier will not allow himself to be intimidated. Instead, Brandon reveals himself to be the owner of the Paris bank at which De Regnier is employed. Furthermore, De Regnier’s vacation ended days earlier. He nevertheless remains on the Riviera. Brandon, meanwhile, enjoys the upper hand, and he intends to pursue Nicole until she becomes his bride. De Regnier is swiftly removed from the equation. Additionally, Brandon orders him to act as a personal secretary. In time, the wedding takes place and a strained marriage ensues. De Regnier maintains hope to one day be with Nicole, but he had his chance on the beach and blew it. One might argue his actions were motivated by the desire to remain employed at the bank. However, if De Regnier truly cared about his job, he would have reported to work upon the conclusion of his scheduled vacation. Later, De Regnier makes a late night visit to Nicole’s apartment. He believes Brandon is in Brussels and the coast is therefore clear, but Kid Mulligan (Warren Hymer), an American prizefighter, has been hired to make a special visit to the apartment. Nicole wishes for her husband to be taught a lesson. He will soon arrive, and Mulligan prepares to “knock him out.” Instead, De Regnier arrives under the pretense of returning Nicole’s handbag, accidentally left in a taxi they shared. He eventually falls victim to Mulligan’s fist, thus complicating the situation. Yet, when Brandon later enters the apartment and discovers his humble employee to be in the company of Nicole, jealousy and madness ensue. A long-term commitment to the sanitarium follows. Perhaps, De Regnier was the catalyst, but he will not receive credit from Nicole. To reiterate, the only time she really appears to admire him is at the beach. “You’re the only person I know who works,” Nicole says, and she is very likely reminded of the one individual who set poor examples for her.

The Marquis De Loiselle, unemployed and deeply in debt, lives beyond his means in an attempt to maintain his public image. Lacking true companionship, he is unable to function normally. After the wedding, Nicole declares, “It’s wonderful not to be under parental control anymore,” but prior to meeting Brandon, Lubitsch presents her as a carefree, independent woman. Furthermore, theatergoers never learn why Nicole’s mother is absent from the film. The marquis appears to be her only parent. Initially, Brandon believes Nicole and the marquis are romantically involved: 

BRANDON: Aren’t you ashamed, a man of your age? Fooling around with a sweetheart.

THE MARQUIS (embarrassed): You know that, too! 

The marquis soon realizes his mistake, but obviously, he is not romantically involved with Nicole. Instead, the marquis has no spouse and must rely on clandestine relationships to fulfill his needs. It is not until the film’s conclusion that audiences see the marquis’ true colors. He is a master of manipulation. At the sanitarium of Professor Urganzeff (Lawrence Grant), Nicole is denied entry and therefore prevented from seeing Brandon. The marquis becomes involved and swiftly purchases the establishment. He then opens the door to a certain room, peers inside, and locks eyes with its occupant. An intimidating stare from the marquis follows. “Nothing,” he finally utters. His lone action is enough to drive Brandon into a frenzy. Never before has the marquis had such control over him. The relationship between both men has progressed since the narrative’s beginning. Earlier, at the engagement party, Brandon and Nicole share a moment together. She becomes aghast upon learning the number of times he has been married, and the marquis briefly becomes the topic of discussion. “I thought your father was very well informed about me,” Brandon says, to which Nicole casually retorts, “He only knows about your bank account.” The behavior of a multi-millionaire, particularly one who is enigmatic, is difficult to interpret.

Michael Brandon, a man who refuses to purchase a complete set of pajamas, is introduced as one who is stingy. Audiences soon realize, though, the less money he has to his name, the softer of a person he becomes. One evening, the newlyweds plan to attend a prizefight but instead remain in their apartment and get drunk. A jubilant Brandon plays the piano and sings, and his behavior is extraordinary for a man of his character. “You don’t look like a multi-millionaire. You look like someone who’s got $100 thousand, or less,” Nicole says. Earlier, at the department store, she agreed to purchase the bottom half of the pajamas, completely unaware of Brandon’s wealth. Nicole is used to living in a world where debtors are commonplace. How was she to know, at the time, if Brandon was a debtor himself? In the apartment, an inebriated Nicole confesses she could have kissed him in the department store, where the floorwalker (Rolfe Sedan), interestingly enough, had a sixth sense for knowing she was a woman in love. Brandon refused to believe it. Much to his surprise, the store’s clerk referred to the current era as “days of great equality between the sexes.” Brandon wishes to treat Nicole as his inferior but is unable to do so because she constantly challenges him. For example, he severely dislikes onions. Nicole, at one point, anticipates Brandon will attempt to exert his influence over her, so she discreetly chews on a few. Sure enough, he makes his move. Nicole therefore requests a kiss, ironically the first not only of their marriage, but also of their acquaintanceship. Brandon is defeated. He then attempts to compose himself, declaring, “I married you!” Before he can continue his rant, however, Nicole interrupts and retorts, “No, you didn’t! You bought me!” The longer they remain married, the more money Brandon loses. By the time he is committed to the sanitarium, Nicole is a self-described “free, independent, and rich” woman, and upon the film’s conclusion, Brandon is a changed man for the better. He could not have foreseen his future. Nicole nevertheless presents a stark reminder upon ultimately declaring, “You’ve never married before, not my kind of marriage.” 

Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife premiered at Manhattan’s Paramount Theatre on March 18, 1938. Regarding the script, Lubitsch granted Wilder and Brackett some autonomy but sometimes interjected with ideas of his own. For example, as the picture begins, Brandon prepares to enter the department store and then notices four statements, appearing from top to bottom, printed on the window. “MAN SPRICHT DEUTSCH - SI PARLA ITALIANO - ENGLISH SPOKEN - AMERICAN UNDERSTOOD.” The “American” affirmation was Lubitsch’s idea, as he believed the opening sequence should feature a not-too-subtle bit of humor. Wilder wrote the following scene, during which Brandon insists on paying only for the pajama’s top portion. The issue is escalated up the chain of command until viewers find themselves in the bedroom of the store’s president. He emerges from his bed to accept a phone call, and we soon learn that he, too, does not believe in wearing pajama pants. The character of Nicole is introduced shortly thereafter, and her chance encounter with Brandon essentially becomes the basis for the narrative. “There was a kind of skeleton story that was there. We knew that the meeting had to be worked out, and that the machinery was going to be hidden behind good scenes, funny scenes. But we always knew where we were going,” Wilder said. Upon the film’s release, Frank S. Nugent of The New York Times was mildly impressed, declaring, “Although it’s not a bad comedy by our current depressed standards, it has the dickens of a time trying to pass off Gary Cooper as a multi-marrying millionaire.” Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife marked Lubitsch’s final collaboration with Cooper. Wilder, however, later worked with both individuals on separate occasions. He considered himself fortunate to be chosen by Lubitsch but ultimately credited his success to another, commenting, “[Lubitsch] wanted to have Brackett.” The latter was respected in Hollywood and became the president of the Screen Writers Guild the same year Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife was released. Regarding the film itself, although not a critical success, it proved memorable for Wilder. A promising career path, in short, was gradually beginning to form. “It was one of the weaker Lubitsch pictures, but one of the strong ones for me,” concluded Wilder. 

[image: ]

Gary Cooper and Claudette Colbert.
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MIDNIGHT 

Midnight became the official title of Billy Wilder and Charles Brackett’s second script written for Paramount, and Mitchell Leisen, the one tapped to direct the upcoming film, was a far cry from Ernst Lubitsch. Wilder nevertheless welcomed the opportunity to further hone his own craft. In time, an ensemble cast was formed. Don Ameche, the male lead, was loaned to Paramount from Twentieth Century Fox. In the early stages of a promising career, he had made a name for himself with pictures such as Fifty Roads to Town (1937) and Gateway (1938). Principal photography of Midnight commenced in November of 1938, but Twentieth Century Fox suddenly lobbied for Ameche’s return because he was sought for The Story of Alexander Graham Bell (1939), which was scheduled to begin shooting in two months. To accelerate the production of Midnight, Paramount hired the enterprising Hal Walker to serve as a second unit director. He made sure Ameche’s time on the set was well spent, but Wilder’s attention, meanwhile, was instead transfixed on another. Claudette Colbert, fresh off of her performance in Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife (1938), had also been cast in Midnight. Her role is that of Eve Peabody, an American entertainer stranded in Paris, and courtesy of Wilder, she has some of the best dialogue. Upon arrival, for example, Eve glances at her surroundings and says, “So this, as they say, is Paris, huh? Well, from here it looks an awful lot like a rainy night in Kokomo, Indiana.” Whenever Wilder wrote dialogue for Colbert, he knew her delivery would be both eloquent and on-target. “That’s medicine that went down easy,” he declared.

Eve Peabody (Colbert) travels by train from Monte Carlo to Paris and arrives virtually penniless. She encounters Tibor Czerny (Ameche), a taxi driver who agrees to help her find a job. When his efforts prove unsuccessful, he takes Eve to dinner. Upon realizing Czerny wishes to pursue a romantic relationship with her, she deserts him. Eve wanders the streets of Paris until deciding to sneak into the lavish party of a wealthy socialite (Hedda Hopper). Marcel Renard (Rex O’Malley), a guest, soon coaxes Eve into joining a card game held in a separate room. The married Helene (Mary Astor), one of the game’s participants, is in a secret relationship with Jacques Picot (Francis Lederer), an incorrigible philanderer who is also present. The stakes are high, and Eve worries she will not be able to cover her losses, but Helene’s husband, Georges Flammarion (John Barrymore), enters the room and discreetly slips a generous amount of money into Eve’s wallet. The game and party eventually conclude. Picot insists on escorting Eve home. Frantic, she lies, claiming to have taken up residence at the Ritz Hotel. Upon arrival, Eve dismisses Picot and is shocked to discover a room has already been reserved in the name of Baroness Czerny, a pseudonym she has chosen to use. Meanwhile, Czerny himself enlists the help of his fellow cabbies to find the “American girl” who deserted him. At the hotel, Flammarion arrives on the scene and admits to reserving Eve’s room. Furthermore, he knows Picot is attracted to her, but if Eve is presented as a rival of Helene, the latter may come to her senses “before it’s too late.” Flammarion is willing to pay a generous fee so that the plan may be perfectly executed. Eve therefore agrees to continue playing the part of a baroness. She attends a weekend party at Flammarion’s place in Versailles. Picot soon informs Helene he is in love with Eve. As a result, a jealous Helene becomes determined to solve the mystery behind Eve’s sudden existence, but a bad situation becomes worse when Czerny, acting on a credible tip, arrives in Versailles disguised as a baron in search of his wife. Picot is disappointed. Czerny privately assures Eve they are right for each other. She is nevertheless hesitant to reciprocate, as her current obligation takes precedence. To avoid further distractions, Eve and Flammarion convince the others that Czerny is delusional. A small formality remains. The divorce proceedings of the so-called baron and baroness must begin. In the courtroom, and much to Flammarion’s delight, Helene begins to lose interest in Picot. The judge (Monty Woolley), however, soon bears witness to what he believes is Czerny’s madness and declares “no divorce can be granted where either party is mentally unstable.” Eve, having fulfilled the obligation to the best of her ability, informs Picot they do not have a future together. She instead harbors feelings for Czerny, and on a whim, they decide to get married. 

During the film’s production, its working title was Careless Rapture, but without question, Midnight is more appropriate. A pivotal moment of Wilder and Brackett’s narrative transpires when Eve dances the conga at Flammarion’s residence in Versailles. Picot is her partner, and she plays her part well. Flammarion catches Eve’s eye and then asks if their plan is succeeding, but he also wonders if she is superstitious. “Every Cinderella has her midnight,” Eve replies. The beautiful Cinderella, under the protection of the Fairy Godmother’s spell, will lose such protection as the clock strikes midnight, and when Eve eventually dances with Flammarion, the time is midnight. “The ground has just opened under our feet,” he says. Helene is on a quest to expose the charade, but “Baron” Czerny arrives on the scene and declares himself to be Eve’s husband. From start to finish, Midnight features a whirlwind of activity. Eve fled Monte Carlo, a place where she gambled away practically everything she owned, only to begin a new chapter of her life in Paris. Yet, a short time following her arrival, she is targeted by the most unique of individuals: Renard, Flammarion, and Czerny, and the presence of each man, for better or worse, is vital to the narrative’s success.

When Marcel Renard first lays eyes on Eve, he extends an invitation to the card game because he firmly believes she can capture Picot’s attention like no other. Interestingly enough, Renard’s priority is Helene. The featured game is bridge, which requires four players and two competing partnerships. Renard pairs Eve with Picot, and Helene is not pleased. Renard’s intentions are nevertheless honorable. He understands all too well that Helene cannot live a fulfilling life with Picot. Eve’s presence is therefore important. Upon the game’s beginning, Renard makes a point of introducing Picot as “one of the most dangerous men in the room,” ultimately referring to his choice of words as a “paid advertisement.” At the time, only two males are present. Renard, in short, is admitting his own imperfections, and audiences are presented with an example later in the narrative. During breakfast at Flammarion’s place in Versailles, Eve warns the others of Czerny’s supposed senility: 

EVE: One mustn’t contradict him, of course.

FLAMMARION: Does he get violent if you do?

EVE: Oh, yes. He…he breaks things and…and eats them sometimes.

RENARD: Well, I used to do that. 

Helene gently taps Renard on the arm to silence him. Although the topic of discussion is Czerny and very little focus remains on Renard, the moment is significant. Helene considers Renard to be a close friend and therefore keeps many of his secrets. They share a special, non-romantic bond. Renard goes to great lengths to learn more of Eve’s past and possibly expose her, but again, he does not believe Picot to be a suitable mate for Helene. The latter ultimately loses interest in a romance that, to begin with, was short-lived. Upon the film’s conclusion, she exits the courtroom arm in arm with Flammarion. Renard, meanwhile, watches the departing couple with certain bewilderment, as her companion of choice has proven himself superior to Picot.

When Georges Flammarion first notices Eve, he knows exactly how she will be used in the fight to once again capture the love and respect of a detached wife. “From the moment you looked at me, I had an idea you had an idea,” Eve tells him. Flammarion understands the relationship between Helene and Picot is not too serious. They only “think they’re in love.” By the time everyone gathers together in Versailles, Czerny unexpectedly arrives on the scene, and Flammarion handles the situation perfectly. Helene believes her husband to be a credible person, and it is a circumstance he uses to his advantage. Czerny is introduced by Flammarion as an “old friend.” Helene does not doubt it for a second. Yet, Renard is wary. He has carefully scrutinized Eve’s belongings and believes her to be an impostor. “Don’t be an idiot! Georges knows him. We nearly made fools of ourselves,” Helene says to Renard. Without hesitation, she believes Flammarion and Czerny to be friends. The following morning during breakfast, Eve begins to spill the details of the “baron’s” supposed illness, and
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