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Dedication

For my parents,

Nancy and Richard Schulman


Epigraph

Let’s get on with this farcical charade of vulgar egotism and pomposity.

—Bob Hope
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Introduction

A Little Too Scared to Hope

The Oscars, it should be said at the start, are always getting it wrong. Twenty-four centuries after Euripides came in third place at the Athenian dramatic festival, Brokeback Mountain lost Best Picture to Crash, and the outcry will probably last another twenty-four centuries.

The ostensible purpose of the Academy Awards is to honor excellence in movies. But that lofty goal is what Alfred Hitchcock would have called a MacGuffin—the plot device that gets the real drama going. Each Oscar year is a suspense tale, a choose-your-own-adventure story. Like any good Hollywood screenplay, it has burgeoning conflict, a colorful cast of characters, and a few plot twists—all climaxing on a glittering stage, under the glare of the cameras and millions of viewers. Subplots ricochet down the ages with new players: the neglected masterpiece, the overreaching campaign, the breathless starlet. Elizabeth Taylor becomes Julia Roberts; Citizen Kane cross-fades into Do the Right Thing.

What are the Academy Awards, anyway? The answers vary. They’re a vaunted tradition celebrating a great modern art form. They’re an industry party—like a convention of landscapers, but with better outfits. They’re the closest thing America has to royalty. They’re the only thing forcing Hollywood to factor art into commerce. They’re a marketing ploy propping up a multibillion-dollar business. They’re a method, however dubious, of organizing movies into a canon. They’re a game. They’re a relic. They’re a fashion show. They’re a horse race. They’re an orgy of self-congratulation by rich and famous people who think too highly of themselves. They’re the Gay Super Bowl.

This book argues, in eleven installments, that they’re something else, too. The Oscars are a battlefield where cultural forces collide and where the victors aren’t always as clear as the names drawn from the envelopes. The red carpet runs through contested turf, but it can take years to see what the real battle lines were. An aesthetic sea change that sets the tone for a decade might be buried in the screenplay nominations. A political upheaval might be a whisper one year, a roar the next. Like Hollywood’s greatest sagas—Star Wars, The Godfather—the Oscars often play out as a drama of generational conflict, as a new cohort shows up to displace the old. A young upstart may recur decades later as an industry heavyweight: the boyish Steven Spielberg who gets snubbed for Jaws becomes the establishment bigwig of Saving Private Ryan.

In recent years, the Oscars have become a conflict zone for issues of race, gender, and representation, high-profile signifiers of whose stories get told and whose don’t. These reckonings are a long time coming. The #OscarsSoWhite campaign reached a crescendo in 2016, the same year America went through a political paroxysm steeped in racial animus. But #OscarsSoWhite grew out of a century’s worth of absence, punctuated by lonely victories for such Black stars as Hattie McDaniel, Sidney Poitier, and Halle Berry. The next year, the Harvey Weinstein scandal took out one of the Oscars’ most contentious players and tarnished Hollywood’s self-enshrined mythos, but it echoed back to Harry Cohn’s Oscar-encircled casting couch at Columbia Pictures.

In previous decades, Oscar wars were waged over different issues, but they were no less fraught. In the thirties, Hollywood’s insurgent labor movement turned the Academy into Public Enemy No. 1, as workers boycotted the ceremony and nearly killed off the Oscars in their adolescence. In the fifties, the Academy bent to the paranoia of the House Un-American Activities Committee, forcing blacklisted screenwriters to hide behind false names—even as they won Oscars. In the late sixties, with the studio system crumbling and the generation gap wide open, the Oscars were besieged by young people with long hair and risqué tastes, as movies like Easy Rider heralded the arrival of the New Hollywood. In the nineties, an indie uprising brought in a rambunctious new crowd, led by a man who turned Oscar campaigning into a blood sport—when he wasn’t doing far worse in the shadows.

If there’s a common thread running through the decades of Oscar wars, it’s power: who has it, who’s straining to keep it, who’s invading the golden citadel to snatch it. The Oscars are perpetually redrawing the bounds of the Hollywood establishment, pitting eminences against arrivistes, conventionalists against iconoclasts. As soon as the Academy Award was invented, people in Hollywood wanted it, because it created an organizing principle for power and prestige in a town whose hierarchy is always shifting beneath its denizens’ feet. The statuette is a talisman that elicits powerful desires—for attention, for recognition, for clout—driving its suitors toward folly or excess or desperation. Art isn’t meant to be ranked like a sports team or scored like a tennis match, but human nature drives us toward gamesmanship: we like watching people win or lose, and if given the chance, we want to win.

I STARTED WATCHING THE ACADEMY Awards in the early nineties, when Billy Crystal was the regular host and began each ceremony with a zingy comic medley. “And not an ounce of smut, / It ain’t called Howards Butt! / They call it Howards End,” he crooned in 1993, to the tune of “Hooray for Hollywood.” I hadn’t seen any of the Best Picture nominees, but to my adolescent brain, it was the height of comedy, the Olympus of schmaltz. As an adult, I organized office Oscar pools and memorized acceptance speeches. In 2016, as a writer at The New Yorker, I covered the Academy’s tumultuous year in the wake of #OscarsSoWhite. Led by its first Black president, Cheryl Boone Isaacs, and its CEO, Dawn Hudson, the Academy was under fire for an initiative to recruit new, diverse members and demote others who had been inactive in the industry to “emeritus” status—a plan that had old-timers looking at their IMDb pages and panicking. The issue had cracked open Hollywood’s fault lines of age and ideology, but, as I soon learned, it had all happened before. In 1970, the same year Midnight Cowboy became the first X-rated movie to win Best Picture, Academy president Gregory Peck had launched a similar plan to yank the membership into the present—and had also received rafts of angry letters. Now some of the hip, young talents of the New Hollywood were seasoned pros writing incensed op-eds in The Hollywood Reporter, howling against their perceived obsolescence.

In February 2017, I went to the Oscars for the first time. Sitting in the pressroom at the Loews Hollywood Hotel, where dozens of journalists from around the world sat at long tables, I watched the show on a monitor. Occasionally, the newly minted winners were shown in to answer questions. In the back of the room was a reference table where Academy librarians sat with thick binders. Toward the end of the night, the energy in the room flagged, as we lurched toward an inevitable Best Picture win for La La Land. When Faye Dunaway announced it as the winner, the reporters applauded warmly and wrapped up their stories.

Then all hell broke loose. On-screen, a La La Land producer was holding up a card that read that Moonlight had won. The pressroom let out a collective scream: something was actually happening. Journalists lined up at the reference table, which had been ignored most of the night, asking if anything like this had ever happened before. “I cannot think of a case where this has happened,” one librarian said, frantically flipping through her binders. “There are times when people thought it happened.”

After the show ended, I raced down the hall and took the elevator to the Governors Ball, the Academy’s on-site afterparty. All anyone was talking about was the envelope mix-up. “When they said Moonlight really won, I thought they meant on an emotional level,” one filmmaker said outside the station where winners get their statuettes engraved. “It’s humiliating for everyone involved,” his plus-one added. “What’s more prestigious than the Oscars? The Nobel Prize?” I found Cheryl Boone Isaacs staring at her phone and asked what had gone through her mind. “Horror,” she said. “I just thought, What? WHAT? I looked out and I saw a member of Pricewaterhouse coming on the stage, and I was like, Oh, no, what—what’s happening? What what WHAT? What could possibly . . . ? And then I just thought, Oh, my God, how does this happen? How. Does. This. Happen?” She sighed. “And it was such a wonderful show.”

After a year in which the Academy had grappled with its own racial imbalance, the Best Picture debacle had supplied an explosive Hollywood ending. But other Oscar seasons had been just as eventful, just as full of hairpin turns. As I contemplated this book, I sifted through the ages for those Oscars years that told larger stories of cultural change and soon found myself back at the beginning, in the Hollywood of silent cinema, Charlie Chaplin, and Louis B. Mayer. The Oscars were originally an afterthought—an idea for “Awards of Merit” buried amid the newborn Academy’s list of brainstorms in 1927. It wasn’t until two years later that the first statuettes were handed out, in a ceremony that lasted around ten minutes. The airborne war epic Wings won the top prize, but the big story was off to the side: an honorary award for The Jazz Singer, a picture that sang, spoke, and upended the art form.

Over the decades, the Oscars grew to support a cottage industry of consultants, stylists, pundits, and prognosticators. Much like presidential politics, the Oscar race isn’t as simple as voters checking a box; behind the scenes, it’s driven by a vast, self-perpetuating machine. Where Washington has K Street lobbyists and pollsters, awards season has campaign strategists and “Oscarologists.” Politicians kiss babies and eat pork chops on a stick at the Iowa State Fair; Oscar contenders pick at passed sashimi and answer endless questions about their process. Millions of dollars are spent. And what for? “Ego and bragging rights,” executive Terry Press told me. “It’s a town built on a rock-solid foundation of insecurity.”

Caught in the cross fire are people: their thwarted ambitions, their artistic epiphanies, their messy collaborations, their dreams fulfilled or dashed. What follows is not the story of every Oscar year but a collection of tales, each representing a turning point for the Academy, for the movies, or for the culture at large. Some tales hinge on a single category, while others trace the trajectory of a decade. Some involve the most powerful Hollywood players of their era, while others are about the outsiders who stormed the palace gates.

From the beginning, the Academy Awards were freighted with outsize emotions. “There was more excitement than at a children’s party when you played pin the tail on the donkey, and in a way it was not unlike the childhood game,” Oscar-winning screenwriter Frances Marion wrote of those early years. “The participants found themselves blindfolded, a little too eager to win the prize, a little too scared to hope.” As the Oscars approach their second century, the contenders are still eager, still scared, still hoping. But the blindfolds, sooner or later, come off.


One

You Ain’t Heard Nothin’ Yet

1927–29


How Louis B. Mayer had a brainstorm over solitaire, Mary Pickford tried to shed her girlish image, the pictures started talking, and the Academy was born.
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Louis B. Mayer felt the cards thrum through his fingers. It was the end of a yawning Sunday night—cigars, Napoleon brandy—and he and the men had retired to the library. He flipped over one card, then another. Across the room, his three guests idled from one topic to the next: the weather, the price of sandlots in Los Angeles. Mayer feigned absorption in his cards. He always played solitaire, according to one of the men, director Fred Niblo, because it was “the only card game that Mr. Mayer can play without taking a risk of having his guests lose their money.”

On January nights like this one, the breeze from the ocean would waft in through the wrought-iron balcony and perfume the rooms of 625 Pacific Coast Highway. Sunday was the only day that Mayer opened his new twenty-room villa in Santa Monica to outsiders. Typically, his wife Margaret would serve a buffet supper, with sturgeon and Jewish deli food imported from New York’s Barney Greengrass. Drinks would follow, then perhaps a screening in the private projection room. Mayer had built the Spanish-style house the previous year, to satisfy Margaret’s long-standing craving to live on the beach. But when the head of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer wanted a beach house, he got it his own way. “When we need a set at the studio, we build it overnight,” he reasoned, according to his daughter Irene. “We need a big village, we build it in weeks. Don’t be at the mercy of those contractors. Don’t start with the architects. With us, it’s business, it gets done.”

Mayer’s head of design, Cedric Gibbons, whose sleek art deco interiors would leap off movie screens into homes across America, drew up plans. His production manager gathered a team of MGM laborers, who set up floodlights in the sand and worked in three shifts, day and night. Within six weeks, at a cost of $28,000, the Mayers had a new home, with a red-tile roof, bathrooms of onyx and marble, thick stucco walls to keep out the summer heat, and a pool that would fill up with ocean water when it stormed.

It was 1927, and the kings and queens of Hollywood were erecting mansions up and down Santa Monica’s Gold Coast, trumpeting their arrival as America’s nouveau-riche royalty. Down the road from Mayer, his protégé, Irving Thalberg, had taken up in a French Norman beach house. Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford, Hollywood’s reigning power couple, were about to set up nearby. Producer Jesse Lasky, of the mighty Famous Players-Lasky (the future Paramount), would be four doors down from them. As Lasky wrote his son that May, “[E]veryone is moving down to the beach and we are going to have a wonderful colony this summer.”

Mayer flipped another card. He was less the King of Hearts than the King of Spades. “You are talking about the devil incarnate,” Helen Hayes said of Mayer. “Not just evil, but the most evil man I have ever dealt with in my life. He was an untalented, mean, vicious, vindictive person.” Actor Ralph Bellamy went farther: “Louis B. Mayer was a Jewish Hitler, a fascist. He had no feeling for any minority, including his own. No feeling for people, period.” To others, Mayer was less a dictator than a monarch who ruled by fear. “His people respected him highly,” one MGM writer said, “but he could destroy you with his pinkie and he damn well knew it.” Director Marshall Neilan cracked that the “L.B.” stood for “Lousy Bastard.”

As a young man in Saint John, New Brunswick, Mayer had been a junk seller, dragging scrap metal from shipwrecks for his father, who had escaped anti-Semitic pogroms in eastern Europe. In 1907, Mayer refashioned a dingy theater in Massachusetts as the Orpheum, which he promised would feature “refined amusement.” The public had become entranced by “the flickers,” moving pictures that played in nickelodeons. Mayer knew that the real money was in “the business of making idols for the public to love and worship and to identify with.” That business was increasingly out on “the Coast,” where he set up Louis B. Mayer Productions. In 1924, theater chain owner Marcus Loew merged Mayer’s studio with Metro Pictures and Goldwyn Pictures to form a Hollywood empire. MGM opened its doors in April 1924 with the pomp of a military parade, complete with planes showering flowers and a congratulatory telegram from President Calvin Coolidge.

Mayer now joined a cadre of Jewish moguls who had risen from poverty to the heights of America’s fourth-largest industry. German-born Carl Laemmle had been a bookkeeper in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, before founding Universal. Adolph Zukor had come from a small Hungarian village and worked in penny arcades before starting Famous Players, which he would build into Paramount. Another Hungarian, Wilhelm Fuchs, became William Fox in America, where he sold soda pop and chimney black on his way to creating the Fox Film Corporation. And the Warner brothers—Harry, Albert, Sam, and Jack—were born to a Polish immigrant who worked as a cobbler in Baltimore before settling in Youngstown, Ohio, where his sons pooled funds to buy a movie projector.

Like any Hollywood plot, Mayer’s origin story was subject to rewrites. He was born “Lazar Meir” in Ukraine in 1884. He claimed that his birth records were lost, so he took the Fourth of July as his birthday—though the actual date is the twelfth. Each Independence Day, production at MGM would halt so that Mayer’s stable of stars, directors, cameramen, and commissary workers could picnic amid bunting and patriotic music. Were they celebrating America or their figurehead? Mayer saw himself as the embodiment of the American Dream, and his wholesome pictures would burnish that myth. “I worship good women, honorable men, and saintly mothers,” he once told Frances Marion. During preproduction for The Merry Widow, in 1924, director Erich von Stroheim called Mae Murray’s character a “whore,” and Mayer slugged him—there were no “whores” at MGM.

As he shuffled his deck of cards, Mayer’s instincts for idealism and acquisition of power were both at work. Like the men who had built his beach house, his guests that evening were in his employ. Across the room, Fred Niblo, who had directed Douglas Fairbanks in The Three Musketeers, cracked a joke about the cost sheet for Ben-Hur, the troubled MGM epic that Niblo had taken over in 1924 and turned into a $9.3-million hit. The two men chuckling at Niblo’s self-deprecating jokes were Conrad Nagel and Fred Beetson. Nagel was a matinee idol with sensitive blue eyes and fair hair parted down the center. He’d arrived in Hollywood in 1920 and was typecast as the “Prince Consort,” playing opposite stars like Gloria Swanson. Beetson had worked for the Republican National Committee under chairman William Harrison Hays, President Harding’s postmaster general. Now Hays was running the new Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, known as the “Hays Office,” charged with cleaning up Hollywood; Beetson was his secretary and treasurer.

The Ben-Hur war stories got Mayer’s guests talking about a real battlefield. “Yes, we discussed the World War, and we were marveling what a wonderful thing war has been for pictures,” Niblo recalled later. The men then “came to marvel at the fact that for the past five thousand years all nations, races, creeds, and colors have been warring one upon the other. They have all been trying to exterminate each other just because they didn’t speak the same language, because they did not live as the other fellow did, because they did not understand each other.”

“The cause of war,” a voice piped in from the corner, “is hatred.” It was Mayer. Three heads spun around. The cause of hatred, Mayer went on, was selfishness and suspicion. The cause of selfishness and suspicion was misunderstanding. And that meant that misunderstanding was responsible for more misery than all the plagues and natural disasters in human history. And it could all be solved, Mayer intoned in his noblest key, if all nations came together.

Here they were, in California, where sunlight flecked lemon groves and winter never arrived. And yet, Mayer opined, the industry they had built was embattled from within and without. Directors were suspicious of producers; producers were resentful of actors; Middle America thought of them all as godless heathens. “When the very wheels of industry paused as a result of the World War, our industry became a great institution, a great big industry here in California,” Mayer went on. “And yet we have no effective organization.” Sure, the Hays Office was keeping Hollywood in check and promoting its virtues. But what if Hollywood had its own League of Nations to bring harmony to its factions and speak as a united front?

His guests were struck momentarily dumb. “Great Scott!” Niblo finally said. “Why haven’t you said anything about that before?”

“Because,” Mayer replied, “I am a producer; because if I started it, everybody would be saying, ‘I wonder what Mayer has up his sleeve?’”

Nagel, heeding the call, spoke up. “We will try,” he said, “if you will agree to give us your cooperation.”

Mayer shrugged. “Go ahead. I hope you will succeed.” With that, his guests started planning. They would send out letters to some twenty-five of their colleagues, inviting them to a private dinner—say, at the Ambassador Hotel?

Mayer sat back, the King of Spades in his castle. Not for the first time, and not for the last, he held all the cards.

THERE ARE TWO STORIES ABOUT why the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences came to exist, and neither of them has to do with awards.

The first rests on the vision Mayer laid out that winter night: a utopian meeting of the minds that could promote “harmony” and advance the art of motion pictures. The other story is more cynical. By 1927, the movie business, once the bastard child of the “legitimate” stage, was a billion-dollar industry producing eight hundred features a year and employing 42,000 people. A hundred million people a week went to see movies at 25,000 theaters, and the studios that produced those movies, not counting the money they made from their associated theater chains, were worth some $65 million. But two threats kept the likes of Louis B. Mayer up at night, each embodied by one of his guests that evening, Conrad Nagel and Fred Beetson.

Before coming to Hollywood, Nagel had been a Broadway actor and a soldier in Actors’ Equity’s 1919 battle for the right of theater workers to unionize. But Hollywood was a factory town, where men like Mayer could do what they wanted with their worker bees. The studio craftsmen had struggled for years to gain union recognition, but their creative counterparts had little interest, as Nagel, chairman of Equity’s small West Coast outpost, knew well. The stars were well compensated, and the bit players, despite being subjected to seventeen-hour workdays and hazardous conditions, considered themselves stars-to-be. In November 1926, after studio mechanics threatened the “biggest strike in the history of the film industry,” nine studios and five labor unions signed the Studio Basic Agreement, bringing the craftsmen’s ten-year battle to unionize to a détente. But how long until the talent—actors, directors, even those persnickety writers—banded together? Mayer knew what unrestricted labor could get him: a sparkling new beach house in six weeks. Better to unite all these factions under the banner of “harmony.” And given Nagel’s involvement in Actors’ Equity, it would be wise to keep him close.

Then there was Beetson, whose position at the Hays Office was the result of a long and agonizing sequence of events that nearly brought Hollywood to its knees. The loosening of mores after the war had boosted the movie industry, which fed the public more glamour, more extravagance, more sex. Small-town America was getting a taste of coastal values, and not everyone was pleased. After pushing for Prohibition, Christian-minded reformers who had successfully shuttered saloons eyed the pictures as America’s chief corrupting influence. The movies were now subject to scissor-happy moralists. In Pennsylvania, one local body had cut scenes of a woman making baby clothes, “on the ground that children believe that babies are brought by the stork.” Federal censorship was an existential threat to Hollywood, which increasingly became a byword for sin. Brother Wilbur F. Crafts, whose International Reform Bureau had helped push through Prohibition, proclaimed that the film industry was in the hands of “the devil and 500 non-Christian Jews.”

A series of scandals in the early twenties gave the reformers all the ammunition they needed. There was the mysterious death of Olive Thomas, a former Ziegfeld girl who had moved to Hollywood and become the wife of Jack Pickford, the party-boy brother of virginal star Mary Pickford. In 1920, the couple sailed to Paris and checked into the Ritz, where Olive downed toxic mercury bichloride. Was it a suicide? Murder? Had poor Olive accidentally ingested cleaning supplies? Or the syphilis medication her husband had been prescribed by a French doctor? The papers breathlessly reported on the dead girl’s “GAY REVELS IN UNDERWORLD OF PARIS.”

Soon after came the arrest of Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, one of Paramount’s biggest stars, when a young starlet named Virginia Rappe died after visiting a Labor Day “orgy” in his hotel room. Overnight, Arbuckle’s films were ripped from their projectors as ministers across the country denounced the portly star as a symbol of Hollywood debauchery. The papers—especially those belonging to William Randolph Hearst—ate up the scandal, and two deadlocked juries ensured that the salacious story dragged on for months. Arbuckle was eventually acquitted, but automaker Henry Ford laid the blame at the feet of Hollywood’s moguls, warning of “the almost complete submergence of moviedom into the hands of Jews.” The studio heads, more vulnerable than ever, came up with a solution: if you can’t beat the referee, hire your own. Taking a cue from Major League Baseball, which had hired its first commissioner after the fixed 1919 World Series, the film chiefs offered Hays one hundred thousand dollars a year to be their movie “czar.” But the scandals kept coming, including the murder of director William Desmond Taylor (“DEAD DIRECTOR VISITED QUEER PLACES!”) and the death of morphine-addicted heartthrob Wallace Reid. Stars now found “morality clauses” written into their contracts; their private lives were public property, and they had better remain squeaky-clean.

Mayer had never pushed the envelope in his pictures, but now that the MGM merger had made him the biggest fish in the sea, he knew that the threat of government intervention anywhere was a threat to him. As the Jazz Age got jazzier, the movies (and their Jewish figureheads) remained convenient scapegoats. “Censorship of the films is a definite thing. The best that apparently can be anticipated just now is compromise,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in July 1926, adding, “The motion picture has been caught in its youth and crippled.” Hollywood had to strike back. At his beach house that night, Mayer rebranded the embattled picture industry in a single stroke. It was no longer a cesspool.

It was an Academy.

ON JANUARY 11, 1927, A group of handpicked VIPs gathered at the Ambassador Hotel on short notice. The hotel was six years old and already one of Hollywood’s buzziest destinations; it housed the nightspot the Cocoanut Grove, where stars like Joan Crawford won Charleston competitions under indoor palm trees. Of the twenty-five summoned, Fred Niblo recalled, “we thought maybe at the most eight or ten perhaps would show up.” But everyone came. Mayer outlined the idea for what the Los Angeles Times called “a cinema club.” Membership, as the Academy’s first official Bulletin would put it, would be open to anyone in the industry “who has accomplished distinguished work or acquired distinguished standing” and is “of good moral and personal standing.” That left out Fatty Arbuckle.

Not everyone was sold. “I never in my life attended a meeting like that first meeting,” director Frank Lloyd recalled, “where we all sat, with that rather cynical look—all of us, more or less—with the exception of the few who had conceived the idea, all of us wondering what the producer was doing in this thing.” In other words, why was Mayer in charge? Was this a business ploy? But, as Lloyd and the others listened, “it slowly started to seep in that all politics, that any suggestion of the financial situation, was entirely wiped out, that it was a big ‘get together’ for our industry.”

The founding members represented a cross section of Hollywood influence: producers (two Warner brothers, Harry and Jack), directors (Raoul Walsh, whose war drama What Price Glory was then in theaters), actors (movie cowboy Jack Holt, slapstick star Harold Lloyd), writers (Joseph W. Farnham, one of Hollywood’s best intertitle writers, who had a sandwich named after him at the MGM commissary), and technicians (Roy Pomeroy, Paramount’s wizard of technical effects). To these, Mayer had added a pair of lawyers—his own—plus Sid Grauman, who built movie palaces of Babylonian splendor and was about to top his Egyptian Theatre, with its glistening sphinx and sarcophagi, with the impending opening of Grauman’s Chinese.

Most important, Mayer had secured the endorsement of Hollywood’s reigning couple, Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford. At forty-three, Fairbanks was the indefatigable swashbuckler of The Mark of Zorro and The Three Musketeers. Pickford, at thirty-four, was America’s Sweetheart, with a cascade of curls that rendered her girlish beyond her years. Their wedding in 1920 had caused an international sensation, ballooning the power they had accrued as founders—along with Charlie Chaplin and D. W. Griffith—of United Artists in 1919. Securing them as Academy founders was a coup.

“At our first big ‘get-together,’” Niblo remembered, “it was suggested Irving Thalberg be made President.” At twenty-seven, Thalberg, whose storytelling acumen had made him an asset to MGM, was the youngest Academy founder. He was born with a heart defect, and doctors warned his parents that he wouldn’t live long past thirty. As if trying to squeeze in a lifetime’s career, Thalberg had joined Carl Laemmle’s Universal as a teenager and was made general manager by age twenty, before Mayer lured him away to become his head of production. When the chance to be the Academy’s first president came up, however, Thalberg declined, believing, according to Niblo, “that an actor should head the organization.” The choice was obvious: Douglas Fairbanks.

Throughout the spring of 1927, the founders met in groups once or twice a week. Mayer chaired the “Plan and Scope” committee, where he could steer the ship while remaining out of sight. Fairbanks was the debonair chief ambassador. As they were readying to unleash their brainchild on to the world, Fairbanks sent a telegram to Cecil B. DeMille, who was in New York for the premiere of The King of Kings, saying that WE ARE NOW PREPARING FOR A BIG ORGANIZATION DINNER AND WOULD APPRECIATE IT IMMENSELY IF YOU WILL AUTHORIZE THE USE OF YOUR NAME AS ONE OF THE SPONSORS STOP. With DeMille on board, the now thirty-six founding members printed up a dainty manifesto, entitled “THE REASONS WHY”—bound with a sky-blue ribbon, as if announcing the birth of a baby boy—and mailed it out to the crème of Tinseltown. By “uniting into one body all branches of motion picture production,” it promised, the Academy could “take aggressive action in meeting outside attacks that are unjust” and promote the “dignity and honor of the profession.” Amid threats of walk-offs, it would “promote harmony and solidarity” and “reconcile any internal differences.”

Wedged among the declarations was another proposal: to “encourage the improvement and advancement of the arts and sciences of our profession,” the Academy would bestow “awards of merit for distinctive achievements.”

HOURS BEFORE THE ACADEMY BANQUET on May 11, 1927, Mary Pickford hunched over a mess of papers. Words were crossed out and scribbled, paragraphs drafted and abandoned. Somehow the sentences weren’t coming together.

She had stayed home all day at Pickfair, the Beverly Hills “cottage” Fairbanks had given her as a wedding gift. Pickfair was more than their home. It was Hollywood’s White House, where Mary and Doug (as the world knew them) could host the likes of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Amelia Earhart, and the Duke of York. It was a palace fit for the King and Queen of Hearts: two wings containing twenty-five bedrooms, an oyster-shaped pool, tennis courts, rose gardens, stables, kennels, a cupid fountain, and a lodge housing fifteen servants. “This is a happy house,” Mary would say. “This is a house that has never heard a cross word.”

If any place could convince the world that Hollywood wasn’t a Gomorrah of drug addicts, Jews, and nouveau-riche floozies, it was Pickfair, which had the dignity of a Newport mansion. Dinner there was followed by dancing—but “only the waltz or two-step,” Mary cautioned. “We never ‘jazz.’” As for smuggled booze, actress Miriam Cooper griped, you couldn’t get “one lousy drop of wine.”

Mary was Pickfair personified, as elegant and clean as a goblet of ice water. The reputation of the movies rested on her shoulders, along with her famous golden curls.

And yet, how close they had come to veering off a cliff.

When she met Doug, in 1915, both were married. Mary was already “America’s Sweetheart,” having joined Adolph Zukor’s collection of “Famous Players.” Columnists extolled her as “the spirit of spring imprisoned in a woman’s body.” Mary yearned to show her versatility, but the public, Zukor observed, “demonstrated conclusively that she was wanted complete with curls, puppies and a jam-smeared face and brave smile while going through some of the worst adversity ever heaped upon a young girl.” Behind her childlike image, though, was a sharp business sense; Chaplin would call her “Bank of America’s Sweetheart.”

Pickford and her first husband, Owen Moore, encountered the dashing Fairbanks on a getaway to a friend’s mansion in Tarrytown. When their hostess insisted they all go for a walk, Mary reached an ice-cold stream and tentatively stepped on a log but found herself “immobile with fright.” Then Fairbanks emerged and carried her across—literally sweeping her off her feet. Mary was entranced by his “overwhelming dynamism.” But any whiff of an affair could have killed their careers. Doug was a Boy Scout; she was “Little Mary.” She and Doug were “discreet, or thought they were,” Zukor recalled. “In New York they sometimes donned motorist’s linen dusters and goggles and drove about, believing themselves disguised. It was the sort of thing that appealed especially to Doug’s romanticism.”

In 1919, when Pickford and Fairbanks joined Chaplin and Griffith to form United Artists, MGM’s Richard Rowland cracked, “The lunatics have taken charge of the asylum.” Mary was an anomaly—Hollywood’s first and only female mogul—but her affair with the now-divorced Doug threatened to derail the whole thing. With tears in her eyes, she confided to writer Adela Rogers St. Johns, “Adela, if I divorce Owen and marry Douglas Fairbanks, will my people ever forgive me?” It would require all Pickford’s powers of spin. In 1920, she crossed the border to Nevada for a quick divorce, telling reporters, “I have learned that I do not belong to myself,” and swearing never to remarry.

Three weeks later, she married Fairbanks.

The reaction, to the couple’s shock, was jubilation. En route to their honeymoon, Doug did handstands for the press as Mary cupped her mouth in faux mortification. In London, their Rolls-Royce inched through what Doug called “a lynch mob—except that it was smiling.” The screen had made them mythical, seemingly above public reproach.

And then Mary’s brother had to muck it all up.

Jack Pickford had married Olive Thomas in 1916, and Mary had never much liked the girl; she saw Olive as a déclassé climber who would only drag down the Pickford name. And then, only months after Mary and Doug managed to finesse the public reaction to their marriage, her new sister-in-law had the nerve to die. The papers ran unseemly reports of Olive’s debauchery and Jack’s misadventures—why did he have mercury bichloride in his hotel room, again?

Mary vowed to protect her image. As St. Johns recalled, “It was as though Mary said, as had young Queen Victoria on coming to the throne, ‘I will be good,’ and meant, ‘I will live up to what is expected of me, and be here as long as my people need me.’” But the problem, increasingly, was Mary herself. In her 1926 film Sparrows, she played a child in an orphan farm, with her hair in braided pigtails—and she was thirty-four. “A wild impulse would seize me,” Pickford remembered, “to reach for the nearest shears and remove that blond chain around my neck.” A jazzy, new kind of woman was emerging—women like Clara Bow and Louise Brooks—and long hair and virginity were out. Little Mary couldn’t live forever.

With her public image resting on a knife’s edge, it was time to draw a red line between the echelon she and Doug inhabited and the netherworld of Olive Thomas. Pickford had thrown herself into the planning meetings for the new Academy, sometimes hashing out points in smoke-clouded rooms until two in the morning. She joined the board—not as an actor, but as a producer, alongside Mayer. Of thirty-two meetings, she had not missed one as the group drew up its bylaws, applied for a charter, elected her husband president—presumably, it wasn’t a woman’s job—and made plans for the inaugural banquet, where, that night, she would get a few things off her chest.

But she was stymied. Doug would know what to do.

Fairbanks was at his United Artists bungalow, taking a poolside break from preparations for The Gaucho, in which he would play yet another swashbuckling rogue. (Pickford would have an uncredited cameo as—who else?—the Virgin Mary.) After a rejuvenating plunge, Fairbanks dipped into a steam bath in his private Turkish spa. Someone yelled that his wife was on the line. He threw on a bathrobe and headed out.

Just as he was saying hello, something behind him went boom. A heater had burst in the steam room. As flames licked the roof, Fairbanks, along with his seventeen-year-old son and director Herbert Brenon, sprayed fire extinguishers. By the time the firemen arrived, there was barely a spark left, and the three men were caked in soot. The papers would love this: Douglas Fairbanks, screen hero, saves the day.

But what about Mary? Doug rang her back at Pickfair to tell her that everything was fine. If she hadn’t called at that very moment, he would have been blown to bits.

Mary breathed a sigh of relief. By a fluke of timing, the Academy had saved her husband’s life. Could it protect her reputation, too?

“READY, DOUG?”

It was eight o’clock, and the toastmaster, Fred Niblo, was calling the evening to order. The new president of the Academy bounded to the dais and looked out over the crowd of Hollywood luminaries at the Biltmore Hotel’s opulent Crystal Ballroom. Fairbanks quieted the ovation and then laid on the charm, telling a story about a friend who had collided his car with a truck. The burly truck driver had approached the car, “steaming with anger,” but stopped short upon seeing who was in the passenger seat—boxer Jack Dempsey—and scurried away. “That was because Jack Dempsey’s muscles were organized,” Fairbanks quipped. “The object of this dinner tonight—is organization!”

In the audience were Mary Astor, Walter Wanger, Jack Warner, Gloria Swanson, and Ben-Hur himself, Ramon Novarro. As they feasted on lobster Eugénie and jumbo squash in Périgueux sauce, a succession of speakers echoed Fairbanks’s boyish optimism—while also answering lingering doubts. “I have had a number of people with whom I have discussed the Academy say or imply that this proposition is controlled by the producers,” writer Carey Wilson said. But he argued that the Academy would be governed by a fifteen-person board, with three representatives from each branch, which meant the producers could be easily outvoted.

United Artists president Joseph Schenck, in his speech, admitted that the Academy’s name “doesn’t appeal to me much. To my mind, it is all too lofty. But nevertheless, this Academy will certainly do away with lots of distrust, eliminate a major part of the dislike and all of the suspicion existing between the different members of one great organization.” Conrad Nagel addressed the suspicion that the Academy would antagonize Actors’ Equity. How could it, he said, when he himself was active in both? The Academy, he insisted, would signal “an era of cooperation and of partnership, of effort united in a common cause—the service of mankind.”

No one was more utopian, though, than Cecil B. DeMille, who was back in Hollywood to see The King of Kings open the brand-new Chinese Theatre. “The world is more influenced by the little group in this room tonight,” he told the Biltmore crowd, “than by any other power in the world. If you will give that a moment’s thought, you will realize the tremendous potentialities of that. That cannot be taken too literally. That cannot be taken lightly. It is a very grave responsibility that rests upon us. Our ideals have got to be high. There was a little group like this that gathered in another little room and the result was the United States of America.”

Spirits were high by the time the petits fours and coffee came out. After nine men spoke, Toastmaster Niblo quieted the crowd. “The next speaker, my friends, needs no introduction,” he said. “But I would like to mention that just her name and her personality is a symbol for all that is fine and splendid and unselfish—Mary.”

The audience rose to its feet as Pickford took the microphone. “With our influence, with our enthusiasm, and with our cooperation,” she began, “this Academy should become a very powerful institution and second only in its importance to that of the motion picture industry itself.” Then her tone shifted. “Too long have we submitted, without protest, to the interference of outsiders! We have been the recipients of spankings, as it were.” Speaking as much about herself as the industry, she went on: “And we have come to the sudden realization that we are no longer the infant—that we have grown capable of self-government, of self-defense, and that we will fight for the protection of our good name against unjust accusations.”

Losing her nerve for a moment, Pickford scanned her notes and smiled at Fairbanks. “Douglas got the easy end of this tonight,” she said, to laughs. “Because I am little, they thought that it would be up to me tonight to take the belligerent stand. They said, ‘Mary can do it!’” She steeled herself. Repeating the lesson she had learned during her divorce, she said, “Our lives do not belong to ourselves. We belong to each other. We are responsible for each other. And so, we must conduct ourselves accordingly. When one is injured, the whole industry is injured. We can’t stop the world from talking; we are public characters. And since we cannot stop the world from talking, we must recognize our responsibility.”

Over applause, she returned to the speaker’s table and muttered to Fairbanks, “My, I went all to pieces.”

It was up to Louis B. Mayer to bring back the peace and harmony, with a speech about how, together, they could “bring sunshine into the lives of the people in the industry.”

All the press seemed to hear was one word: “spanking.”

“Mary Pickford is tired of having the entire fraternity of movie players ‘spanked’ because of the moral turpitude of some,” said the New York Evening World. The Salt Lake City Telegram ran the headline “AGAINST ‘SPANKING.’” The magazine The Film Spectator, noting Pickford’s “spirit of defiance,” reported: “Industry Fashioning Weapon of Defence.”

Whatever it was—idealism or defiance—the rollout worked. At the end of the night, 275 guests signed up to be Academy members, handing over $27,500 in initiation fees.

And there was no mention of awards.

HOLLYWOOD, MEANWHILE, WAS BUSY MAKING the movies that would win the first Academy Awards. Ten days after the banquet, as if to burnish the Academy’s utopian vision, Charles Lindbergh touched down in Paris after his history-making solo transatlantic flight. In the crowd at Le Bourget Field was Adolph Zukor, who peered into the clouds as the Spirit of St. Louis glided down through the searchlights and landed, “soft as a feather,” to euphoric cheers. Paramount had just held a sneak preview of Wings, its new wartime aviation adventure, and Lindbergh mania, Zukor knew, would only bolster the picture’s appeal. He would need every ticket buyer he could get—thanks to its rambunctious young director, William “Wild Bill” Wellman, Wings had cost a head-spinning two million dollars.

The thirty-one-year-old Wellman had gotten his start in pictures from none other than Douglas Fairbanks, who spotted him playing minor-league ice hockey in Boston and suggested he try acting. In the Great War, Wellman had joined the French Foreign Legion as a fighter pilot and recorded three kills before getting shot down by the Germans. Fairbanks sent Wellman a cablegram: GREAT WORK BOY WE ARE PROUD OF YOU WHEN YOU GET HOME THERE IS A JOB WAITING FOR YOU.

Soon after the war, Fairbanks was hosting a posh polo party for the likes of Charlie Chaplin, Rudolph Valentino, and Fairbanks’s then-secret lover, Mary Pickford. As guests lounged in the shade under umbrella tables, the roar of a silver SPAD going 132 miles per hour overhead interrupted their idyll. The ponies panicked as the aircraft landed nearby, and out of the cockpit leaped First Lieutenant Wellman. “Remember me, Mr. Fairbanks?” he asked, marching up to the host. “You said if I ever came to Hollywood, to look you up.”

Fairbanks motioned over to Pickford. “Mary, I’d like you to meet Wild Bill Wellman. He’s a helluva hockey player and a war hero.”

“We’ve read about you,” America’s Sweetheart offered. “You have an unusual way of dropping by.”

Wings made the Paramount brass nervous not just because of its no-name director, but because of its unknown leading men, Richard Arlen and the sweet-faced Charles “Buddy” Rogers. The only “name” in the picture belonged to Clara Bow, playing the girl next door. With her flame-red bob and sleepy-flirty eyes, Bow encapsulated the newfangled sex appeal of the Jazz Age flapper; by the time Wings came out, her role in the Paramount vehicle It had made her the first-ever “It” Girl, and she received twenty thousand fan letters a week. Completing the cast was Gary Cooper, in the small but crucial role of Cadet White. In his single scene, Cooper bites off a piece of chocolate, offers folksy wisdom (“Luck or no luck, when your time comes, you’re going to get it!”), and promptly careens to his death in a training flight.

Producers had long ago concluded that there was “no kick in air stuff,” and Wellman knew why. A Roman chariot circling an arena looked fantastic on-screen because its speed could be measured against the still background. But a shot of an airplane gliding across a clear sky looked dull. “You need something solid behind the planes,” Wellman realized. “The clouds give you that, but against a blue sky, it’s like a lot of goddam flies!” As Lasky observed with horror, “Wellman stubbornly refused to start shooting until there were clouds in the sky.”

Wellman was far from the only director imagining new ways for the camera to float and dance. In September 1926, German expressionist F. W. Murnau began shooting his new film for Fox. In Sunrise: A Song of Two Humans, a country man’s urban mistress ensnares him in a murder plot against his wife, played by Janet Gaynor; the married couple row into a lake, but instead of throwing his wife overboard, the man chases her into the city. Murnau concocted elaborate dolly maneuvers to follow the characters through forests and lakes. To create the bewitching big city, he made lavish sets in forced perspective. While shooting a restaurant scene, his cinematographer recalled, Murnau shot out a window looking downhill: “The people that you see across the street are all midgets dressed like normal people!”

When Sunrise wrapped in February 1927, Gaynor went to her dressing room, took off her wig, and went to work on Frank Borzage’s 7th Heaven, playing a downtrodden Parisian woman rescued by a handsome sewer cleaner. Rebuilding Paris on the Fox lot, Borzage pulled off a stunning sequence in which the pair ascend the spiral stairwell of the hero’s building to reach his grotty seventh-floor “heaven.” The nearly two-minute tour de force used an elevator scaffold and a system of ropes and pulleys to create a breathtaking illusion of ascendance.

At MGM, director King Vidor had something even more ambitious in mind. It was a story about an ordinary man facing ordinary milestones: birth, school, love, work, baby, bills. Pictures were the stuff of larger-than-life glamour—could he make one about someone who was perfectly average? Vidor considered naming it One of the Mob, but Irving Thalberg thought that sounded “too much like a capital-labor conflict” and renamed it The Crowd. To establish his hero’s urban anonymity, Vidor imagined the camera rising up the edifice of an office tower, gliding in through a window, and finding the Everyman amid a sea of desks. To accomplish this near-impossible shot, he used miniatures, dissolves, and an overhead wire trolley. While the actors worked, Vidor had a live violinist and organ player set the mood. “Every set would have musicians,” Conrad Nagel recalled. “These musicians would know a hundred to a hundred and fifty pieces of music, and they’d have a piece to go with whatever happened on the set.”

Cinema may have been soundless, but it was bustling with invention and romance. It was a busy, moonstruck world whose inhabitants had little idea that its extinction had already begun.

THE NEWBORN ACADEMY SET UP temporary headquarters in a three-room office suite on Hollywood Boulevard “equipped with comfortable chairs for assembly purposes.” Across the street was Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, into whose cement sidewalk Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks had recently pressed their hands and feet.

The organization had big plans. Nagel, elected chairman of the actors’ branch, began work on a uniform contract for freelance players. The Conciliation Committee heard disputes. There were plans to assemble a research library. And there was a noontime lunch to get cracking on the “Awards of Merit,” an idea championed by Academy secretary Frank Woods.

Mayer was ambivalent. Decades later, he would take credit for devising the awards as a means of manipulation: “I found that the best way to handle [artists] was to hang medals all over them. If I got them cups and awards they’d kill themselves to produce what I wanted. That’s why the Academy Award was created.” But, at the time, he imagined something far less grand. Nagel was given five hundred dollars to find some small way of honoring the actors. Columnist Louella Parsons suggested that they hand out scrolls, “like those things the city council hands out.”

When Nagel brought up the idea of a banquet, Mayer blanched. “We’re not going to spend that kind of money,” he objected. Nagel recalled, “I considered it to be such a touchy subject that I appointed what I hoped would be a slow-moving committee to ‘think about’ some sort of honorariums. I told them to take their time about it.”

But even that, along with the Academy’s other well-laid plans, got swept aside by a full-blown crisis.

Adolph Zukor was convinced that something had to be done about profit-eating production costs. Zukor’s own studio, Paramount, was the worst offender, thanks to lavish productions like Wings. The studios made a plan to institute a 10 to 25 percent pay cut for anyone making more than fifty dollars a week. The reaction was swift and furious, with Variety reporting “one of the most hectic weeks in the history of West Coast picture production, with a seething storm of protest waged from every studio, with threats of contract cancellations, walkouts and strikes.” At one studio café, a sign for “COLD CUTS”—a potential reminder of the pay cuts—was replaced by one for “ASSORTED MEATS.”

Suspicion of the Academy simmered. As one Hollywood correspondent recalled, “Those jerks in charge wanted it to seem like a labor union but to function as a company trust.” Then the Academy did something surprising: it stopped the pay cut in its tracks. Despite Mayer’s cheapness when it came to the Awards of Merit, he was never one for austerity: he was happy to throw money at pictures if that’s what it took to make them beautiful. “The emergency could never have been anticipated when the Academy was in the process of organization last winter,” its newsletter boasted, “but so well conceived was the plan on which the Academy was founded that it would seem to have been a providential instrument for this particular occasion.”

Not everyone in Hollywood was so sure. The Film Spectator claimed that the real reason the producers had retreated from the pay cut was that a group of actors, led by Conrad Nagel, had demanded that Mayer open MGM’s books for inspection. Under the headline “Academy Becomes Tool of Producers,” which was fast becoming the common wisdom, the magazine ripped the new organization for its utopian talk of “harmony”: “It is the kind of harmony that the cat felt while it was digesting the canary.” Instead of generating goodwill, the Academy was accruing enemies.

Emboldened, Actors’ Equity cofounder Frank Gillmore presided over a meeting of some eight hundred players, warning that the attempted pay cut was only one of the drastic measures the producers might try. The meeting ended with three hundred new Equity recruits, and Gillmore proposed a new standard contract, including a maximum forty-eight-hour work week. The producers roundly ignored Equity’s proposal, instead throwing their weight behind the Academy, and Fairbanks released a statement dripping with rosy talk of a “cooperative spirit.” The message was clear: Hollywood wasn’t big enough for both Equity and the Academy.

Equity’s insurgency suffered a massive blow when Nagel—who, as an Equity and Academy official, was playing both sides of the war—released a statement announcing a change of heart and complete alignment with the Academy. Hours later, at a thousand-person Equity meeting, a stunned Gillmore looked on as Nagel claimed that it would be fruitless to “advance to the attack when the enemy extends the hand of friendship.” Huddling actors whispered that the high-salaried stars had betrayed the rank and file, protecting their own interests by siding with the Academy. The next day, Variety reported that Gillmore had been “repulsed” back to New York, and that the Academy had “supplanted Equity.”

Then there was the continuing censorship threat. At Will Hays’s urging, a group that included Irving Thalberg drew up a list of rules, called the “Don’ts and Be Carefuls,” which barred movies from showing sex, profanity, “ridicule of the clergy,” or other vices. Mayer announced the list himself. The rules, naturally, would be self-enforced.

In November 1927, the bruised but victorious Academy moved its headquarters into the mezzanine of the Roosevelt Hotel. The “commodious, exclusive and convenient” quarters, as the Academy newsletter described them, included a lounge, an anteroom, a service kitchen, and a boardroom; dancing at the supper room downstairs was “conveniently possible.”

Amid all this humming progress, the Academy made no mention of the most explosive event to take place in the motion picture business since its inception: the October 6 premiere of The Jazz Singer.

THE CONCEPT OF PUTTING SOUNDS to moving pictures was hardly new. As far back as 1891, Thomas Edison hoped to “throw upon a canvas a perfect picture of anybody, and reproduce his words.” In 1913, eleven theaters premiered Edison’s Kinetophone, with footage of a man smashing a plate and musicians playing “The Last Rose of Summer.” But the novelty wore off fast, and Variety pronounced it “THE SENSATION THAT FAILED.” By 1926, Edison himself had lost interest, saying, “Americans require a restful quiet in the moving picture theater, and for them talking from the lips of the figures on the screen destroys the illusion.”

Western Electric, nevertheless, had been developing a sound-on-disc system that would become known as the Vitaphone. By the end of 1924, Paramount, MGM, and First National had seen demonstrations and shrugged. “Just a gimmick,” sniffed Zukor. “A toy,” concluded Mayer.

Sam Warner thought it was absolutely wonderful.

The brothers Warner were Hollywood underdogs, scraping by in the shadow of their counterparts at MGM and Paramount. Harry, the eldest, was the money-minded realist. Albert was the quiet one. Sam was the gregarious forward thinker who loved gadgets. And then there was Jack, whose job was vice president in charge of production but whose passions were partying, philandering, and tasteless humor. (He once told a woman waving to him, “Hiya, honey! Didja bring your douche bag?”) Jack resented Harry’s authority, while conservative Harry was appalled by Jack’s womanizing and flash. “Sam was the bridge between them,” recalled Darryl Zanuck, who joined Warner Bros. as a screenwriter and worked his way up to head of production. “What a boring guy Harry was. Jack was unreliable, but never boring.”

The brothers’ financial savior was a German shepherd rescued during the war from a bombed-out French dog kennel. Rin Tin Tin’s first star vehicle, Where the North Begins, became a runaway hit in 1923. Overnight, “Rinty”—whom Jack nicknamed “Mortgage Lifter”—received thousands of fan letters and had his face on the side of dog biscuit containers. Eager for expansion, Warner Bros. started its own radio station, KFWB. (In the early days, Jack filled up airtime himself, under the pseudonym “Leon Zuardo.”) While Sam was launching the station, a Western Electric representative invited him to see its latest experiment in synchronized sound. It was a simple demonstration, but Sam was beguiled. Weeks later, he asked Harry, who had been indifferent to talking pictures, to accompany him to Bell Labs in New York. Up on a screen came a man talking, and then a twelve-piece jazz orchestra. Harry, a music lover, perked up. “Now that is something,” he whispered. He leaped up and checked behind the screen, to make sure there wasn’t a hidden orchestra. “Think of the hundreds of small theater guys who can’t afford an orchestra or any kind of an act,” he exclaimed. “Or even a good piano player! What a gadget!”

“But don’t forget,” Sam nudged, “you can have actors talk, too.”

“Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?”

Despite their conviction that he’d lost his mind, Sam was able to persuade the rest of the brothers to explore Vitaphone. In April 1926, Warner Bros. and Western Electric—which had failed to interest the higher-profile studios—announced their partnership. To showcase their secret weapon, the brothers decided to add an orchestral score to Don Juan, starring John Barrymore, promising a “new era in motion picture presentation” that would “thrill and startle the world.” Don Juan’s premiere, on August 6, 1926, did nearly that. It began with a filmed introduction from none other than Will Hays. The audience rustled as they heard the movie czar clear his throat on film. Then the lights dimmed, and the sound of the Philharmonic Orchestra playing the Tannhäuser overture filled the hall.

Among the startled audience was Hays himself, who watched his own speech in a daze: “I said to myself, ‘A new miracle has been wrought and I have had a part of it,’” he recalled. The New York Times was similarly impressed, if limited in imagination, when it gushed, “The future of this new contrivance is boundless, for inhabitants of small and remote places will have the opportunity of listening to and seeing grand opera as it is given in New York.” But there were still plenty of skeptics, including drama critic George Jean Nathan, who moaned that the device “will bring to the motion picture exactly the thing that the motion picture should have no use for, to wit, the human voice.”

The West Coast finally woke up to what was happening when the new Don Juan opened at Grauman’s Egyptian in October. (A silent version had been playing there for two months.) The crowd was studded with luminaries, among them Charlie Chaplin, Cecil B. DeMille, Greta Garbo, and even industry pariah Fatty Arbuckle. An exultant Jack Warner wired his brother Harry back east: WE ARE SPELLBOUND—ALL OTHER OPENINGS LIKE KINDERGARTEN IN COMPARISON WITH TONIGHT. NO USE TRYING TO TELL YOU HOW IT WENT OVER; MULTIPLY YOUR WILDEST IMAGINATION BY ONE THOUSAND—THAT’S IT.

The industry was wowed. Then it did nothing. Don Juan lasted only three weeks at the Egyptian, even as it reigned for nine months back in New York. The only other studio taking sound seriously was Fox, which had acquired a competing system, Movietone. In May, it premiered 7th Heaven with a program of Movietone music and comedy shorts. The same day that Zukor was in Paris getting an autograph from Charles Lindbergh, Fox exhibited newsreel of the Spirit of St. Louis taking off in Long Island, with the accompanying vroom.

Warner Bros. busily added music to all its new releases, preceded by Vitaphone shorts of popular entertainers. The film The Better ’Ole featured a particularly crowd-pleasing curtain-raiser: Al Jolson singing in blackface. Born Asa Yoelson to a rabbi father, the Lithuanian Jolson was known nationwide for his spirited renditions of “Swanee” and “My Mammy”—performed with painted-on black skin and thick white lips. Gobsmacked by his intensity, playwright Samson Raphaelson wrote a short story about a Jewish singer who rebels against his cantor father to become a secular entertainer. In 1925, he turned it into a Broadway hit called The Jazz Singer. Warner Bros. paid fifty thousand dollars for the film rights. “I don’t think it will make any money,” Harry Warner said, “but it would be a good picture to do for the sake of religious tolerance, if nothing else.”

The brothers, now constructing soundproof stages at their Sunset Boulevard studio, decided to make The Jazz Singer a Vitaphone picture. The plan was for Jolson to sing six songs in the film, including his signature “My Mammy.” But, as shooting went on, sound engineer George Groves would recall, Jolson “insisted on ad-libbing in a couple of places. Sam Warner managed to persuade his brothers to leave the scenes in.”

Sam knew they were risking half a million dollars on a film that could be played in only a handful of theaters. To add to his worries, he was suffering from sinus trouble stemming from abscessed teeth. In September, he checked himself into California Lutheran Hospital. In New York, his brothers Harry and Albert, who were preparing for The Jazz Singer’s East Coast premiere, dropped everything and boarded a train. They were inching through the Arizona desert when they received word that Sam had suffered a massive cerebral hemorrhage. Jack, meanwhile, was changing trains in Chicago when the doctors performed Sam’s second emergency surgery.

They were all too late. Early on October 5, 1927, Sam Warner, the peacemaker and forward thinker, who had pushed past his brothers’ apathy toward sound, died at forty.

The next day, The Jazz Singer premiered at the Warners’ Theatre on Broadway. There were screams of laughter when the spectators heard Jolson’s catchphrase, “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!” At the end, there were chants for “Jolson! Jolson! Jolson!” The star emerged from the audience, climbed onstage, and announced, “I feel good.”

Where previous sound efforts had provided a pleasant, passing jolt, the force of Jolson’s stardom gave The Jazz Singer an emotional breakthrough to match the technological one. The film would also, finally, put Warner Bros. in league with the big studios. People were now swarming Warners’ Theatre night after night, sending profits into the stratosphere. But the brothers felt numb. “A million dollars or not, the Jolson debut was an empty victory for us,” Jack remembered. “When Sam died—and there is no doubt that The Jazz Singer killed him—something wonderful went out of our lives.”

Back in Hollywood, the rival studios dipped their toes in the water. Wings was released in some theaters with sound effects, to simulate gunfire and whirring propellers. Fox released Sunrise with a Movietone score and sound effects, including church bells. But when The Jazz Singer opened on Hollywood Boulevard the last week of 1927, the crowd was hardly ecstatic. Sam Goldwyn’s wife Frances recalled seeing “terror in all their faces,” because the “game they had been playing for years was finally over.” Riding home, Irving Thalberg assured his new wife, Norma Shearer, that “sound is a passing fancy. It won’t last.”

AS 1928 BEGAN, HARRY AND Jack Warner announced that all their films would henceforth include Vitaphone. King Vidor was still juggling several possible endings for The Crowd—one artful, one ludicrously happy—perhaps in an effort to ward off Louis B. Mayer’s disdain. Douglas Fairbanks was coasting off the success of The Gaucho. Fred Niblo was preparing to direct Conrad Nagel and Greta Garbo in The Mysterious Lady. And the Academy was desperately trying to turn the page.

“We are in a manner placing our house in order before proceeding to larger and broader achievements,” its New Year’s Day Bulletin reported brightly. But its activities ranged from the grandiose to the pathetically modest. With Nagel’s help, the Academy had wrapped up three months of “harmonious” work on a standard actors’ contract, to the horror of Actors’ Equity. Another subgroup was tackling government rules that prohibited pictures from using real money as props—putting currency on-screen was considered a form of counterfeit. And the Academy sheepishly admitted that its “wonderfully attractive quarters have been sadly neglected,” an appeal that inspired Fred Beetson’s wife to use it for bridge games.

A more significant goal was “improved relations with the public press,” which, after the war with Equity, was increasingly hostile. The April 2 Bulletin opened with a statement entitled “What the Academy Means to Me,” by Mary Pickford. “The Academy is the League of Nations of the Motion Picture Industry,” she wrote. “It is our open forum where all branches can meet and discuss constructive problems with which each is confronted.”

The past few months had been harrowing for America’s Sweetheart. Her brother, Jack Pickford, was up to his usual no good. Alcohol and narcotics had tarnished his movie career, his second wife had divorced him, and he was in and out of hospitals for “breakdowns” or “severe colds,” while Mary tried to keep the family name clean. As for talkies, she buried herself in denial; sound in film, she felt, was as unnecessary as “putting lip rouge on the Venus de Milo.”

And something had irretrievably broken in her relationship with Doug.

The cause of the trouble—or, more likely, a symptom—was their most recent costars. Rumors swirled that the chemistry between Fairbanks and his nineteen-year-old screen partner in The Gaucho, “Mexican spitfire” Lupe Vélez, hadn’t been confined to the cameras. Mary, meanwhile, had starred in what would be her last silent film, My Best Girl, playing a department store stock girl who falls for the boss’s son, played by Charles “Buddy” Rogers. Fresh off Wings, Rogers was hopelessly attracted to Pickford, who was twelve years his senior. The crew couldn’t help noticing that they were spending quite a lot of time practicing their kissing scene.

The extent of both workplace flirtations is murky, but H. Bruce “Lucky” Humberstone, assistant director for both films, would claim that “everybody knew” that Fairbanks was “fooling around” with Vélez. Pickford possibly flaunted her chemistry with Rogers as payback for whatever gossip she was hearing about Fairbanks. It’s not as if Mary and Doug were strangers to infidelity—that was what had brought them together—but the playful warmth with which the couple had carried out their public alliance started draining away.

On top of everything, Mary’s mother, whom she considered “almost my very life,” died of breast cancer. If something had been boiling inside Pickford, her mother’s death unleashed it. “I was like a wild animal in the jungle,” she remembered. In her haze, she announced the end of her film career. Fairbanks, perhaps sensing her self-destructive urge, dismissed his wife’s decision as “idle street talk” and whisked her off to Europe. Their tour through Geneva, Cannes, Paris, and London inspired none of the frenzy of their honeymoon of eight years earlier. Pickford stayed inside, tending to headaches.

When they returned to New York, she made a simple decision with enormous consequences. One June day, she left Fairbanks behind at the Sherry-Netherland, walked into a salon on Fifth Avenue, and asked the hairdresser to cut off her signature mane of curls. “Are you sure you’re not going to regret this step, Miss Pickford?” he asked.

“I’m quite sure.”

She closed her eyes, and the nervous barber drew his shears. When Pickford looked down, her famous locks lay on the floor, all except for six little curls in her lap, which she kept as souvenirs. Little Mary, finally, was dead.

When she got back to the hotel room and took off her hat, Fairbanks turned pale and sank into a chair, weeping, “I never dreamt you’d do it.”

Pickford felt a contradictory swirl of emotions
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