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INTRODUCTION

 


 


“Nothing stinks like a pile of
unpublished writing.”

—Sylvia Plath

 


 


Name any great film
director—Hitchcock, Griffith, Welles—and you’ll discover numerous
volumes dedicated to detailing his life and analyzing his
celebrated career. Name any great composer (Bach, Beethoven,
Mozart) or fine artist (Michelangelo, Monet, Picasso) and you’ll
discover a similar library of writings about them. The same is true
of virtually all exceptional artists working in any
medium.

As devotees of their divine work,
we mere mortals are captivated by their careers—and are,
apparently, not satisfied by merely digesting their works; we also
possess an endless appetite for the details of their lives. We
require a diet of supplementary volumes of biography and criticism
to provide insight and analysis in order that we might more deeply
appreciate their art—and to compare and contrast our own insights
and epiphanies with the research and conclusions of other
interpreters of their oeuvres.

This phenomenon is nowhere more
true than with great writers: Shakespeare, Dickens, Joyce,
Twain—the list goes on and on. (As one example, there are in fact
more volumes written about Hamlet
than the number of plays ever penned by the Bard,
and more biographies of Joyce than novels by that
master.)

If there is a commonality among
these writing titans, it is that they were successful in crafting
works of brilliance or even genius. They elevated culture and made
significant contributions not just to Art, but to Western
Civilization in general. However, for every one of these bright
shining stars, there are tens, hundreds, maybe thousands, perhaps
even tens of thousands of minor writers striving for the same lofty
goal but with lesser success.

This volume is an attempt (quixotic
though it may be) to grant some small immortality to a handful of
figures whose writings never “made the cut”: the noble failures who
were nonetheless dedicated to expressing themselves even while
laboring (and existing) in obscurity. It is unlikely you have ever
heard the names of most of these scribes or have ever read anything
they committed to the page. Indeed, the majority of them suffered
the indignity of never even having been published in their
lifetimes.

Of course, we are all familiar with
the stories of writers whose seminal efforts were widely rejected
initially yet eventually went on to become central to the modern
canon of literature. A comprehensive list would require a tome
nearly as large as the current volume, so we must restrict
ourselves to mentioning merely a handful of the most egregious
insults: Melville’s Moby-Dick
(multiple rejections); Nabokov’s
Lolita (5 rejections
before publication), Joyce’s Dubliners (22 rejections),
Heller’s Catch-22 (ironically or appropriately, 22 rejections), JK Rowling’s
first “Harry Potter” novel (12), Dr. Seuss’ And to Think That I Saw It On Mulberry Street
(27 rejections). We are only aware of these
authors’ early failures, however, because of their later incredible
successes. They persisted and they succeeded.

But what are we to make of the far
more prevalent, far more frequent scenario of perseverance that is
never rewarded with the fairytale ending—the stories of those for
whom widespread recognition was never destined and whose work never
saw the light of day, despite their singular accomplishments and
achievements? If nothing else, these unknowns persisted, and for
that reason alone I believe they deserve some sympathetic
attention—some attempt to dignify their lives and work, granting
them some small measure of success rather than allowing them to
remain consigned to its seemingly unconquerable opposite or
ignoring them altogether. While success stories inspire, stories of
failure can, ironically, provide inspiration as well, even if only
as cautionary tales. Finally, we must consider the counterintuitive
idea that perhaps these individuals were not failures at all if the
only real failure is giving up. They persisted and they failed…but
they should not be forgotten.

While some might find these
“profiles in unproven performance” less interesting even than a
list of Olympic fourth-place winners, the astute student can
perhaps reap from these failed careers some insights into that most
elusive of fruits, human nature—not a full harvest, perhaps, but
one might perhaps at least glean a seed of knowledge salvaged from
the salted fields of these artistes
manqués lives.

Finally, a determination of whether
their failures can be attributed to lack of talent or lack of
luck—that is, whether they suffered from writer’s block or from
reader’s block—must be left as an exercise for the reader. To that
end, included with each biographical sketch and critical analysis
is a sample of their work, most of which has never before appeared
in print.

In conclusion, I feel compelled to
proffer my most profound thanks to the (unwitting) participants of
this trivial endeavor as well as my heartfelt hopes that their work
will not continue to languish unread. And it is my sincere desire
that the reader will appreciate these tales of noble failure—of
writers who devoted themselves to their craft regardless of the
world’s indifference—and come away with at least a modicum of
esteem for the dedicated effort of these authors and their toils in
the orchard of fruitless trees.

 


D. Scott Apel

 



 


METHODOLOGY

 


 


“A good poem about failure is a
success.”

—Philip Larkin

 


 


In this era of information
overload, published writers can be found quickly and with little
effort. Not so those unfortunates who never attained print. One
benefit of a long-term project such as Exemplary Lives, however—a project
born about the same time as the World Wide Web was launched—was
that access to such information became progressively easier and
faster as the years pressed ever onward.

My ground rules for inclusion in
this volume were specific. First, I tried to find writers who’d had
a full life of unsuccessful writing but who were contemporary
enough to retain some modern interest; thus, most are Baby Boomers
who grew up in the placid 1950s and the tumultuous ‘60s, began
their (non-) careers in the 1970s, and often persisted well into
the first quarter of the 21st century. This is the last generation
that grew up in the shadow of the Great American Novel and to whom
publishing fiction in print, on paper, between covers, would
somehow tie them by association to the mythology of the Great
American Novelists of the previous generation—Fitzgerald,
Hemingway, Faulkner, et al—and grant them the privilege of
breathing the same rarified air as their famous
forebears.

Full disclosure: In order to locate
these subjects, I was (and I admit this with some chagrin) forced
to resort to a bit of mild subterfuge. Early on, I placed ads in
several writer’s resources, such as Writer’s Digest magazine, and later,
on various writing-oriented web sites as well as a handful of
general-interest but widely trafficked sites like Craigslist,
characterizing myself as “a new small press publisher seeking
fiction from previously unpublished writers.” I felt that posturing
myself in that manner would provide me free rein to request and
read their manuscripts to assess their body of work “for potential
publication” (i.e., inclusion in this volume). Such a cunning ploy,
I believed, (albeit one of conscious misdirection) allowed me to
spare their feelings of authorial inadequacy by conveniently
omitting the detail that they’d be featured in a catalog of major
failures.

Given this façade of
faux motivation, most
respondents were more than eager to share their manuscripts. In
fact, the response was virtually overwhelming—so much so that I
answered each reply with a request for synopses of their finished
fiction “to consider for publication.” It was from these
submissions—and after separating not the wheat but the weeds from
the chaff—that I selected a handful of candidates who met my
requirements for inclusion (as well as my clandestine
agenda).

At this point I contacted each
writer personally, congratulating him or her on making the cut for
potential publication. I insisted on meeting with them in their
homes, not only to conduct a brief interview (ostensibly for their
author bio on my future website) but also in order that I might
better understand their writing environment, from their working
habits to details as miniscule as where they kept their
manuscripts—on a shelf, in the proverbial drawer, in a file
cabinet, on their computers, wherever. Such minute attention to
detail, I felt, was a solid enough cover story that it would
clearly “sell” me as a publisher interested in and invested in
their work and their life.

The fault in this methodology
proved to be the age of the subjects, several of whom passed away
before I could interview them directly. Others I was lucky enough
to catch just in the nick of time before they expired. Their
spouses and families, however, were universally gracious in
granting access to their files, both print and digital, as well as
their notebooks, note files, journals, and the usual detritus that
the writing life generates.

If there is an apparent overlap of
backgrounds and biographical details among my final selections, one
explanation is that they often recommended one another for
inclusion in this volume; regarding the apparent “parallel lives”
of these individuals, perhaps there is some point to be made here
about nature versus nurture, or of writers in general falling into
a certain archetypal character mold. If such a point is to be made,
however, it is outside the scope of this work to elucidate it. (In
addition, I must admit with some modesty that I am in fact at a
loss to define it—I myself am merely a humble scribe, not a
psychologist or philosopher.)

 


 


N.B.: Regarding
“Spoilers”

Throughout this volume, while
summarizing the author’s books I have occasionally included
narrative resolutions and revealed plot twists or surprise endings.
While the casual reader might object to my divulging these
“spoilers” (and while I freely admit to the charge), as none of the
works in question are ever likely to see print, I feel fully
justified in disclosing this information, if only to indicate the
considerable creative cleverness of these unheralded and less than
eminent individuals.
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THE FILM CRITIC

Davis Pirelli

 


 


“I was ashamed. ‘What was I doing,’ I said to
myself, ‘thinking of using this experience in a film, like a
vampire?’”

—Federico Fellini

 


 


What are we to make of a man who
had a mildly successful career—but not the one he
wanted?

To address this situation, we shall
consider the life and career of one Davis Pirelli. Although his
parents were natives of Illinois, Davis was born in the Oak Knoll
Naval Hospital in Oakland, California on March 19, 1951, his father
having been recalled to active duty from the Reserves during the
Korean conflict and assigned to the Naval Air Station in Alameda.
Pirelli père never
saw combat, however, and following his discharge, he returned the
family of three to their small hometown of Maywood, Ill., a few
miles west of Chicago.

The suburban Midwest of the 1950s
offered limited entertainment options for a boy; for Pirelli, the
shortlist included comic books, TV, Cub Scouts—and a single movie
theater in this diminutive village. The good news was that this
theater—a holdover from the heyday of ornate movie palaces
constructed in the 1920s—was only two blocks from his home. And it
was here that Pirelli first fell in love with film. “I haunted the
place,” he joked when we met in Los Angeles to discuss potential
publishing projects. “I was the phantom of the Lido.” It was here
that he saw, at age seven, the movie that changed his life: a
Saturday matinee screening of the sci-fi epic Forbidden Planet, which had been
released only a couple of years earlier. And when his parents took
him to a used bookstore in Chicago and he chanced across a copy of
the Forbidden Planet screenplay, he was shocked to discover a brand new form of
literature—one vastly different from his grade school readers. “It
was fiction stripped of all useless, florid verbiage. It was more
like an outline, or a recipe…or like the Hemingway stories we were
forced to read in grammar school, since they never let us forget
that he’d been born just two towns away.”

Aside from this infatuation with
film, his was a fairly typical childhood for the time and place,
with one tragic exception: “My younger brother kept contracting
pneumonia,” he informed me. “The doctor warned my parents that
another harsh Chicago winter could kill him, so they decided to
move to a warmer, more hospitable climate. They’d liked Northern
California, so they had no hesitation in moving back. I was happy
because it put me that much closer to Hollywood.” Sadly, before
they could make the move, his brother succumbed to a final bout of
illness and passed away.

Pirelli’s parents determined to
follow through with the move, however, if only to distance
themselves from the tragedy, and in late 1960 they settled in San
Jose, the central city of the Santa Clara Valley, about 50 miles
south of San Francisco. As it turned out, the Pirellis were hardly
alone in migrating to this area. Two major corporations, Lockheed
and IBM, had recently built expansive facilities in the Valley,
which subsequently experienced an unprecedented population boom
during the ’60s as employees and support services for new residents
transformed the sleepy agricultural region into an enormous
suburban sprawl.

Aware of his fascination with film,
Pirelli’s parents gifted him an 8mm movie camera on his thirteenth
birthday. But while other Kodak Brownie movie camera owners were
content to document family picnics and holiday celebrations, Davis
aggressively set about drafting scripts for movies he would produce
and direct—after first teaching himself to use his mother’s old
Underwood typewriter. He wrote a parody Western and an Abbott and
Costello pastiche, and adapted an early issue of the
Fantastic Four comic book
for starters. But, “unlike Spielberg’s similar story of childhood
movie production, I couldn’t afford to film any of these scripts
with my meager allowance,” he disclosed, “and I could never
persuade my friends to give up their unstructured playtime to
participate. So I concentrated on writing. I could do that cheaply,
and by myself.”

I met with Davis Pirelli in 1994 in
his apartment in a Park LaBrea highrise on the Miracle Mile in Los
Angeles shortly before his tragic death, where we discussed his
biographical details and the tribulations of his career (although
he was, at that time, more enthused about a young woman he’d met
recently and on whom he’d set his romantic sights than he was
dejected over his vocation). A quick browse through his abode’s
abundant bookshelves revealed numerous film and video guides and a
multitude of books about film, like Sarris’ Interviews with Film Directors and
Goldman’s Adventures in the Screen
Trade, as well as any number of scripts
published in book form (Resnais’ Last Year
at Marienbad; Boorman’s Where the Heart Is; Godard’s
Alphaville). Plentiful
additional shelves overflowed with video cassettes of significant
films, mainstream milestones and cult classics; a top shelf
featured a face-out display of what I must assume were his personal
favorites: Forbidden
Planet, the Back
to the Future trilogy, a complete set of
Marx Bros. movies and several copies of The Wizard of Oz as well as a few
guilty pleasures like Caddyshack, Slap
Shot, and an unknown (and clearly
low-budget) production entitled Almost
Hollywood.

Clearly, celluloid was in Pirelli’s
blood (or in his history; he proudly pointed out to me that it was
on his birthday in 1895 that the Lumière brothers filmed the first
images on their newly patented cinematograph) to the point that
when he’d graduated from a Los Gatos high school he matriculated at
the University of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts,
the oldest film school in the nation (and, many graduates would
claim, the best). His goal: to become a director.

But attending USC film school in
1969 turned out to be no bed of roses. “That son of a bitch George
Lucas ruined it for all of us,” Pirelli claimed bitterly. I had to
question him about this heretical view of such a revered cultural
icon. How did George Lucas “ruin it” for those who followed in his
footsteps? “By being so fucking successful,” he declared. “He
graduated from USC in ’67. He released THX
1138 in ’71 and American Graffiti in ’73, the year I
graduated. By then he’d become the new bar we were all supposed to
live up to. But who could? We were all always in his shadow. And
nothing grows in the shade.”

 


Jacqueaux in Hell

 


Nonetheless, Pirelli did in fact
complete one feature film: his Senior Thesis project,
Jacqueaux in Hell (1973).
This black and white, nearly silent flick (predating 1989’s similar
silent, black and white film Sidewalk
Stories by several years, and 2011’s Best
Picture Oscar winner The Artist
by almost four decades) featured a mime in the
title role and purported to document the oppression and struggles
of a “Pantomime-American” in a culture in which literally everyone
hates mimes.

As the film opens, Jacqueaux
(pronounced “Jocko,” although his name is never spoken) awakens,
stretches, pulls back invisible covers, and rises—revealing that
his bedroom has no bed…or any furniture at all, for that matter. He
mimes brushing his teeth and shaving, then takes a (waterless)
shower, where we see his entire body is greasepaint-white. He
chooses an ensemble for the day from a closet full of nothing but
black tights, black berets and black-and-white-striped shirts, then
“takes a seat” in his empty kitchen, miming drinking a cup of
coffee and reading an invisible newspaper. And he goes to work. His
job? Mimicking the activity of passersby in a nearby park until
they bust him in the chops, which provides him with numerous
opportunities to perform comic pratfalls.

Tiring of the grind, Jacqueaux
visits an employment agency, but as he is unable to speak, he can’t
communicate his desire for different employment, or display any job
skills beyond dog walker. The job counselor sends him to a boiler
room operation, where he’s surrounded by phone workers mumbling
indistinctly—but, being mute, Jacqueaux is, of course, unable to
make any sales. Dejected, he hops from one unsuitable job to
another, including airline host—the member of the flight crew
assigned to illustrate where the exits are located and how to
attach the seatbelt. Although he excels in this function, when he’s
handed a microphone but is unable to deliver the standard safety
lecture, he’s fired.

Following a series of similar,
failed employment misadventures (911 operator; defense lawyer; tour
guide), he walks against the wind straight into depression until a
lightbulb goes on over his head—literally—and we see him find a
home in the single profession in which his silence proves golden:
psychotherapist. The mute mime proves an excellent listener, and a
nod and a hug are often all his patients require to alleviate their
minor anxieties. In the final shot, Jacqueaux smiles directly into
the camera and winks at us; following an iris wipe, a title card
appears, reading: “A mime is a terrible thing to waste.”

Pirelli screened this short feature
for me and I am still at a loss as to why it was never picked up by
a studio for theatrical or video release. Perhaps the world really
is antithetical to mimes.

 


Big Talk

 


Regardless of this initial failure,
Pirelli was determined to find some way to break into the closed
shop of Hollywood. “I knew I couldn’t challenge Lucas as a
filmmaker,” he confessed, “so I gave up plans to direct and decided
to concentrate on writing.” He found the climate and culture of Los
Angeles a felicitous fit, and once he graduated, he made the move
permanent and set out to realize his ambitious dream.

His first effort was a screenplay
entitled Big Talk,
a drama about a trio of twenty-something guys who find themselves
in simultaneous relationship crises and embark on a road trip to
the Mustang Ranch to take their mind off their problems. At the
famed house of ill repute, each man finds what he needs, whether or
not it was what he thought he wanted. The married man ends up doing
nothing but talking out his marital misgivings with his rented
escort; the emotionally blocked jock discovers he can’t perform
because he’s still in love with his old girlfriend and vows to
reform and win her back; only Jon, the nerdy virgin scared of sex,
manages to be initiated into the mysteries of intimacy by the
proverbial whore with a heart of gold, which proves to be exactly
the confidence builder he required. But no producer was interested,
and even though the script was workshopped at Sundance, it never
sold.

 


Such A Deal!

 


Undeterred, Pirelli persisted. His
sophomore screenplay, Such A Deal!,
was the result of an accidental meeting with a
former auto salesman who turned out to be a treasure trove of
anecdotes, stories and lore about the seedy world of used car
dealerships and their colorful customers and sales staff. The
opening scene, for instance, takes place on the lot early one
morning and follows one of the salesmen as he tosses pennies around
the gravel. This becomes the seed of a running gag, as every time a
potential customer picks up a penny, a salesman strolls up and
comments, “Hey, this must be your lucky day!” (a shady sales scam
called “salting the lot”).

The comic coming-of-age story
centered on a slacker with no appreciable job skills; desperate for
money, he takes a job on his father’s used car lot, even though the
two have a history of butting heads, and even though Mike is
determined not to follow in his father’s angry, emotionally closed
footsteps. Pirelli’s goal was not just to mine the profession for
its comic potential but to attempt some originality by subverting
the cookie-cutter clichés of the typical coming-of-age tale. As one
example, when Mike’s father has a heart attack and lands in the
hospital, one would expect a teary father and son bedside
reconciliation. But in Pirelli’s version, we find this exchange of
dialog between bedridden dad Joe and his estranged son:

 


Mike just stands there, a pained
expression on his face, looking at his father laid out in the
hospital bed, then starts to cry softly.

 


MIKE

There’s all these things I… I want
to say to you… All these things I’ve never said to you.

 


Joe reaches up slowly and removes
his oxygen mask.

 


JOE

(with difficulty)

All I wanna hear from you is that
I was right.

 


MIKE

About…?

 


JOE

Everything.

 


MIKE

(Mike mulls this over, squirming
and grimacing.)

You were right.

 


JOE

About?

 


MIKE

Everything! You were right about
everything. Dad.

 


JOE

Goddamn right I was. Now fuck off.
Son.

 


 


From Film Script to
Manuscript

 


After years of failed attempts to
get a script into production—or even to sell a single
screenplay—for his own survival, Pirelli took a proverbial “day
job,” writing and directing industrial videos at Lockheed in
Calabasas. He took little comfort in the fact that the iconic plant
had a direct connection to Hollywood history, as it was here that a
young Norma Jean Baker spent time as a riveter in WWII before being
discovered.

Although discouraged by his lack of
success as a screenwriter, Pirelli was still determined to continue
his creative efforts and leveraged the available Lockheed corporate
resources to advance his education by convincing the company to
bankroll his post-graduate studies at USC. Perhaps as an unintended
consequence, he stopped writing movies and started writing
about movies. His
thesis, Fear of a Red Planet: 1950s
Science Fiction Films as Metaphors for the Cold War Threat of
Communism, earned him a master’s degree,
and his later dissertation, Hollywood,
D.C., earned him a Ph.D. While Pirelli
reworked each treatise for general publication, he was unable to
generate any interest from the publishing community for either
work.

I found a copy of Pirelli’s
Fear of a Red Planet monograph languishing in the archives of USC’s Doheny Memorial
library, gathering dust instead of accolades, and it proved a very
interesting read. There seems little point in digesting the
dissertation, as the title explicitly defines its premise. But this
premise had never before been explored in any depth, even though no
less stellar a culture critic than Susan Sontag had, as early as
1965, written that the cheap, cheesy sci-fi flicks of the ’50s were
perhaps a coping mechanism that distracted viewers from life’s
banalities while habituating audiences to the idea of existential
danger through the metaphor of alien invasion. Pirelli’s research
not only solidified Sontag’s insight but went far beyond it,
suggesting, for instance, that the “monsters from the Id” of
Forbidden Planet were an
analog of the rise of McCarthyism, and that Godzilla and other
prehistoric monsters that populated Japan’s schlocky sci-fi exports
of the era were images rising from that war-torn nation’s
collective unconscious to assist them in assimilating the horror of
being A-bombed—twice.

For his Ph.D. thesis, Pirelli had
to decide between two themes he found equally ripe for research.
The first, Any Way the Ill Wind Blows:
Weather as a Metaphor for Mid-Life Crises in Romantic Fantasy
Films, analyzed several pictures
like Groundhog Day, Joe vs. the
Volcano, and the great-granddaddy of the
premise, It’s A Wonderful
Life. His advisor, however, dismissed the
idea as superficial and unlikely to earn him an advanced degree,
and he subsequently dropped the topic.

Ultimately, he chose instead to
write a second critical analysis of Hollywood history:
Hollywood, D.C., a
chronicle of the frequent collaboration between Big Politics and
Big Entertainment. Beginning with President Woodrow Wilson’s review
of D.W. Griffith’s 1915 epic Birth of a
Nation (“Like writing history with
lightning”), this deeply-researched dissertation went on to
document the copious contributions of Hollywood to the WWII effort,
including patriotic propaganda (such as numerous shorts encouraging
the purchase of war bonds), as well as pure entertainment like
Disney’s Oscar-winning 1943 Donald Duck short, “Der Fuehrer’s
Face,” and documentaries like Frank Capra’s “Why We Fight” series,
John Huston’s boots-on-the-ground recordings of various campaigns
and battles, and numerous military films directed by Hollywood
legends John Ford, William Wyler and George Stevens. (An entire
chapter is devoted to Theodor [sic] “Dr. Seuss” Geisel’s work on
the seldom-seen since “Private Snafu” series of animated training
shorts.) And a chapter on the infamous trial of the “Hollywood
Ten,” in which the House Un-American Activities Committee
(1947-1951) interrogated numerous Tinseltown figures in an attempt
to root out the alleged Communist infiltration of the film industry
paints an embarrassing portrait that depicts neither
industry—politics or movies—at their finest.

Pirelli shared with me a file
folder full of rejection slips for his attempts to publish his
thesis; rejections letters that included such highly critical notes
as “shoddy scholarship pandering to the Hollywood elite” and
“spurious and speculative assessments” as well as more vociferous
claims that the book was “Un-American” and even “traitorous.”
Publishing such a controversial tome in the face of vehement
objections like these seemed not just an uphill battle, but a
Sisyphean one. (As a side note, my feeling is that if it had ever
seen publication, Hollywood, D.C.
would have been ripe for updating in the 21st
century when, following 9/11, a cabal of screenwriters was invited
by the Pentagon to brainstorm on potential terrorist
scenarios.)

Pirelli determined to give
non-fiction one final chance, and—cognizant of the growing interest
in the 1980s among novice scriveners about how to write and sell a
film script—he began work on a book tentatively titled
How I Sold My Screenplay.
He interviewed the screenwriters of virtually every film produced
and released the previous year, querying them about the process
they went through to get their screenplay purchased. His hidden
agenda was to gain access to (and potentially befriend) successful
screenwriters in the hopes that one or more of them might provide
him an “in” with an agent or studio. To his great regret, not only
did this fail to occur, but the manuscript never found a home with
any publisher. (One sample interview from this unpublished book is
included in this volume as a biography of unsuccessful screenwriter
Dimitri S. Abbott).

 


Casting Off the Couch

 


It was at this point that Pirelli
decided to try his hand at fiction. His single attempt, a novel
entitled Casting Off the
Couch, is a Lysistrata-inspired and
Tarantino-like alternate history (written about the time Quentin
was a video store employee) set in 1939, in which a handful of
Hollywood’s most powerful women of the era (including Bette Davis,
Katherine Hepburn, Judy Garland and Hedy Lamarr) unite to fight the
rampant sexism of the film industry. While I can only speculate
about Pirelli’s thought process, I believe it is not entirely
far-fetched to hypothesize that—given his failure to publish his
earlier historical research—he was attempting to disguise his
critical research and insights as fiction…albeit fiction rejected
by numerous publishers for its (to quote the most commonly repeated
objection from the numerous rejection letters) “unbelievable”
premise. He could hardly have known that his novel would turn out
to be a prescient foreshadowing of the #MeToo movement of the
20-teens, which exposed Hollywood sexual predators like Harvey
Weinstein. Even so, the novel remains unpublished—and
undiscovered—to this day.

 


Videology 101

 


To his great credit—and despite an
almost unanimous lack of interest in his film history research,
whether fact or fiction—in the early ’80s, Pirelli found another
outlet for writing about film: movie critic. Since this was the
proverbial Golden Age of film criticism, however, he realized that
with nothing more than minor credentials he could not compete in
any major market against critics for such significant local outlets
as the L.A. Times and L.A. Weekly, or against established national newspapers and magazine film
critics like Chicago’s Siskel and Ebert, The New Yorker’s Pauline Kael and
Richard Brody, New York Times’
Vincent Canby and A.O. Scott, New York magazine’s David
Denby, Village Voice’s Andrew Sarris and J. Hoberman, Rolling Stone’s Peter Travers,
Newsweek’s David Ansen,
and so on—or even against those high-profile goofy tools Gene
Shalit and Leonard Maltin. He did, however, find his wedge into
print: the so-called “home video revolution” of the early ’80s.
VCRs were selling at the rate of a million per month at that time,
and video rental stores were popping up like fungi (or like
Starbucks stores a decade later) on every street corner. This easy
access to movies by an increasingly large audience of home viewers
created a hunger for information about the latest tape releases,
and Pirelli stepped in to fill that demand.

Writing about “video” rather than
“movies” thus served as Pirelli’s entry into the self-contained and
hermetically sealed brotherhood of film critics. He rebranded
himself as “the world’s first (and only) Videologist, since I
coined the word” and sold a weekly video column to the Long
Beach Press-Telegram and other minor newspapers. And this vast appetite for movie
guidance among the growing legions of home viewers provided Pirelli
an opportunity to expand into feature articles, which he sold
frequently to numerous newspapers as well as to both of the
contemporary magazines devoted to the topic, Video and Video Review. A short list of the
over 200 feature pieces he published during the following years
includes:


	
“Die Laughing,” a roundup of horror comedies like
Ghostbusters, Gremlins, Beetlejuice, Little Shop of Horrors, The
Fearless Vampire Killers, Theatre of Blood, Phantom of the
Paradise, The Rocky Horror Picture Show, Young Frankenstein, and
the great-granddaddy of them all, Abbott and Costello Meet
Frankenstein;



	
“Animated Oscar,” a history of award-winning
animated shorts, and “10 Toons That Shook the World,” a chronicle
of animation milestones from Gertie the Dinosaur to Toy
Story;



	
“Midnight Movies,” a selection of favorite cult
films available on tape;



	
“Double Vision,” a guide to suggested double
features, including originals and remakes, series films and
sequels, and movies that mutually illuminate one another when
viewed back-to-back;



	
“How the West Was Fun,” a roundup of comedy
Westerns, from Blazing Saddles to Rustlers’ Rhapsody;



	
“Best Sequel, Worst Sequel”; and



	
“It’s Some Wonderful Lives,” which included
“alternate life” movies like Back to the Future Part II, Groundhog
Day, and, of course, the original entry in this subgenre, It’s a
Wonderful Life.





 


In the late ’80s, Pirelli collected
more than two dozen of his best articles in a potential
book, The Video Calendar: How to Get the
Most Out of Your VCR 365 Days a Year. The
proposed tome was divided into twelve chapters, each devoted to a
theme unique to a particular month, each chapter containing two or
more of his themed pieces. The “February” chapter, for example,
included an overview of the most romantic movies of all time
available on tape for Valentine’s Day viewing and a second piece
recommending the top rom-coms; “March” was devoted to Oscar-winning
films on video; and so on, through the “October” chapter’s themed
collections of horror flicks for Halloween to a roundup of the best
Christmas films in “December.” Sadly, the leap from newsprint to
book print proved elusive. No agent or publisher was interested; a
typical rejection letter read simply “We don’t publish calendars,”
indicating that the depth of attention this potential agent gave
the manuscript ended with the title page—or with the
title.

 


Mandatory Movies

 


Pirelli was not without his minor
successes, however. In 1988, he read a book entitled
Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to
Know, and was shocked to discover that only
two movies were mentioned: Casablanca and The Wizard of Oz. He realized that to
be culturally literate cinematically, many additional titles needed
to be seen by even the most casual movie viewer. He hit paydirt
with his article “Video Literacy,” a list and discussion of the ten
essential films one must see in order to appreciate the numerous
references that have transcended the screen and entered the
cultural consciousness and lexicon; in addition to
Casablanca and
The Wizard of Oz, he
included such influential films as Star
Wars, Singin’ in the Rain, It’s a Wonderful Life
and The
Godfather.

After selling variations of the
piece to numerous outlets, Pirelli expanded the idea to book length
as Mandatory Movies: The 1,111 Films Every
Cinephile Needs to See. His approach was to
adopt the recently-revised Encyclopedia
Britannica’s three-tiered structure: At the
top level, the first third of Mandatory
Movies was devoted to in-depth essays
covering his Top Ten films. The middle third would branch out from
each of these Top Ten titles with shorter entries discussing ten
additional great films in each particular genre—Star Wars, for instance, led to
recommendations for a decalogue of additional exceptional science
fiction films including 2001: A Space
Odyssey, Forbidden Planet, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, E.T.
The Extra-Terrestrial, The Day the Earth Stood Still, Terminator 2:
Judgment Day, Alien, Back to the Future and Alphaville. The final third of the volume expanded each genre even
further, suggesting the next best 100 films in each category, each
with a brief description and discussion of its
importance.

The astute (or more
mathematically-oriented) reader will realize that this pyramid of
film—10 essentials, 100 second-tier cinematic masterpieces, and
1,000 follow-on films—adds up to only 1,110, not the 1,111 of the
title. This is where the brilliance of Davis Pirelli shines
through: his choice of the final mandatory movie is simply listed
as “Your Favorite Film,” thus incorporating the viewer’s choice and
the reader’s voice into his list of essential cinema. Movies, as
Pirelli well knew, are not only a collective but also a uniquely
personal experience.

Following the advice of a more
successful friend—“Always keep ten irons in the fire, because nine
of them will be extinguished”—throughout the ’80s, Pirelli made
numerous attempts to expand his scope. He endeavored, for instance,
to launch a Siskel & Ebert-type TV series, The Video Show, devoted to reviewing
new video releases, but without success. And—as yet another
indication of his career luck—in late 1991 he believed he had
finally attained the highest level of elite film journalism by
selling an article to American Film
magazine. Unfortunately, the periodical accepted
his piece the month before they ceased publication, leaving him not
only unpublished but—adding insult to injury—unpaid.

Pirelli was not about to abandon
his life-long love affair with cinema, however. In the early 1990s,
for instance, he wrote several courses for Reel.com’s “Cinema U.,”
the world’s first online film school. Drawing on the experience, he
also found a part-time position as an Adjunct Professor developing
and teaching courses in Film History and the History of Animation
at the California Institute of the Arts (“CalArts”), a private
university in Santa Clarita founded by Walt Disney. And,
supplemented by his continuing freelance income, he fulfilled a
lifelong dream of moving into a suite on the top (13th) floor of
one of Park La Brea’s 18 towers—a sprawling apartment community on
the so-called “Miracle Mile” of L.A., close to his precious
Farmer’s Market (and only a 30-minute commute to Lockheed and
CalArts).

Davis Pirelli died in mid-life in a
tragic accident—unknown, uncelebrated and, presumably, unfulfilled.
In a career arc that stretched from unproduced screenwriter to
industrial videomaker to minor video critic, we might speculate
that, had this degenerative trajectory continued, we might find
Davis Pirelli sitting alone in the dark in a movie theater waiting
for some malevolent muse to take the seat behind him and whisper in
his ear of his abundant failures; of how he’d landed far too far
from his original goal, enticing him with the comfort of oblivion.
As spectators, we can speculate, but we can never know—just as we
can never know whether Pirelli was an overlooked and
underappreciated talent, or whether he possessed a merely quotidian
creativity, or whether he was perhaps simply the victim of bad
timing…and bad luck. Such speculations are left as an exercise for
the reader, even though it is essentially an exercise in
futility.

 


Postscript

 


In discussing my association with
Davis Pirelli, I feel compelled to include this brief but necessary
digression. Although as a journalist I steadfastly attempt to
maintain an objective distance from my subject, quantum physics
informs us that such an “objective” separation is, in fact, an
illusion, subservient to the principle of “observer interference,”
in which the presence of an observer cannot help but intrude upon
and influence the unfolding of the events observed. In this case, I
myself was drawn into the affairs of my subject, as in the “New
Journalism” of the 1970s (the pre-eminent figure of which was Dr.
Hunter S. Thompson), in which the allegedly objective observer
becomes, ironically or by design, an integral part of the story. In
this specific instance, the writer in question, Davis Pirelli,
publicly accused me of “walking off” with the manuscript—his sole
copy—of his unpublished book, Pirate Gold:
The Best Buried Treasures on Tape, his
guide to excellent but undiscovered movies available for home
viewing on videocassette, following my interview with
him.

I unequivocally deny these
allegations. My sole goal in borrowing his manuscript, as I
explained to him, was to evaluate it for eventual publication by my
small press imprint, The Impermanent Press. The fact that I
published my own film guide Killer B’s:
The 237 Best Movies on Video You’ve (Probably) Never Seen
(which, I will admit, bears a certain, albeit
distant, similarity to his description of his book) a year later is
nothing more than coincidence—total coincidence. It is yet another
example of what historians refer to as “parallel
development”—Leibniz and Newton independently inventing calculus,
for instance, or Darwin and Wallace formulating a similar theory of
evolution in a similar time-frame but without any direct connection
between the two brilliant men.

Finally, in the interest of full
disclosure, I must confess that Mr. Pirelli actually started legal
action against me for this imagined “plagiarism and theft of
intellectual property.” And while we might potentially have been
embroiled in this for years, the tragic passing of Mr. Pirelli
brought an end to this regrettable nuisance suit. My one regret is
that this legal action did not play out to its inevitable
conclusion, as I have every confidence I would have been completely
exonerated of his baseless charges and absolved of any alleged
wrongdoing. Out of respect for the dead, however, I will say no
more on this uncomfortable subject.

 



 


“The Big Picture”

by

Davis Pirelli

 


 



INTRODUCTION

 


As stated in the Introduction
to Exemplary Lives of Impossible
Men, I have endeavored to include, wherever
possible, a sample of the work of the writers featured in this
volume so that readers can judge for themselves whether or not they
deserve their relegation to obscurity.

In this case, as a sample of Davis
Pirelli’s craft—and as a tribute to a life cut tragically short—I
am pleased to present his essay “The Big Picture.” I was fortunate
enough to obtain the reprint rights to Davis’ final published piece
(although he could hardly have known it would be his last
work).

Finally—and just to be clear—the
“Editor’s Notes” that bookend this piece are not my work as editor
of this book, but rather additions made by the editor of the
newspaper in which this article originally appeared.

 



 


“The Big Picture”

by

Davis Pirelli

 


Editor’s Note: Our staff Film Critic, Davis Pirelli, is currently on an
extended leave of absence at his behest. In place of new reviews,
he has provided us in the interim with this hand-curated selection
of previous pieces from his “Major Directors, Minor Movies” series
which we have published individually over the previous two years as
part of his regular column, “Projections.”

“These films [he wrote in his
introduction to the original series] might provide a glimpse into
the mind of the director, as well as a window into the soul of the
astute viewer.”

We are pleased to present this
roundup of reviews and look forward to the rapid return of Mr.
Pirelli.

 


* * *

 


Age of Consent (1969)

Bradley (James Mason) is a
celebrated painter but also an aging artist suffering a career
crisis: he’s jaded, disillusioned, and convinced that he no longer
channels the Spirit of Art that informed his earlier work. He
isolates himself on an island off Australia’s Great Barrier Reef in
an attempt to regain some inspiration, but to no avail...until he
stumbles across Cora (Helen Mirren), a voluptuous, free-spirited
teen who doesn’t care much for propriety—and even less for
clothes.

Although director Michael Powell’s
silly film is fluff (and no indication of his darker, better-known
films, such as 1960’s Peeping
Tom) it does have numerous aspects to
recommend it, including gorgeous, sun-drenched landscapes, warm
performances, and young Mirren’s jaw-droppingly fetching physique.
To its credit as well, Mason’s painter never descends into lust
(the defining characteristic of his Humbert Humbert character in
Kubrick’s 1962 classic Lolita) but remains faithful to his
artistic vision and his search for aesthetics, finding in Cora a
truly platonic muse.

After a decade of reviewing films,
it occasionally requires an emotional jolt to remind me of the
magic of movies: of their power to reach beyond the screen and
affect our fates—a set of uncomplicated eyes, for example, capable
of seeing a familiar film from a fresh perspective. As I sat alone
in the revival theater waiting for this picture to begin, for
instance, I was approached by a stunning (and stunningly young)
woman who inquired whether the seat next to me was taken. Given
that the theater was quite empty save for us—an audience of two—I
was amused by this proverbial Hollywood cliché, the “meet-cute.”
(Note to self: I should perhaps write a piece entitled “When
Archetype Met Stereotype...”)

Unexpectedly, my chance companion
proved as insightful as she was youthful, and following the film we
engaged in a lively discussion of the subtleties of its situation
and the implications of its plot. It was her canny insight (not
mine, I admit with some reluctance) that films like this were
(metaphorically, at least) a glimpse into a parallel dimension;
that the lives of the characters would continue beyond the
flickering of the final frames, and Mirren’s muse would undoubtedly
engage in an undoubtedly successful seduction of Mason’s painter.
“Don’t think it cant happen, old man,” she chided (or warned!). Out
of the mouths of babes, yes?

 


Manhattan (1979)

Woody Allen’s followup to his
multiple Oscar-winner Annie Hall
(1977) is a paean to the titular city, confidently
shot in luminous black and white (a choice both bold and offbeat).
Allen plays Isaac, a neurotic 42-year-old writer deeply entrenched
in a romance with 17-year-old Tracy (a coltishly beautiful,
infinitely sweet-tempered Mariel Hemingway). Isaac is embarrassed
by the relationship; he knows he should be with a woman closer to
his own age, like journalist Mary (Diane Keaton), even though she
is seriously burdened with her own litany of neuroses (like most
women her age, Isaac surmises). All ends well in Woody’s world,
however, when he realizes that he actually and undeniably loves
Tracy and returns to her despite the approbation of his coterie of
pretentiously intellectual (and desperately unhappy) friends.
Romantic yearning is contrasted with faux sophistication in this savagely
satiric skewering of feeling-frustrated intellectuals.

While the underage romance might
offend some prudes (and could be seen as a long foreshadow cast on
Allen’s later real-life romantic travails), as my youthful
girlfriend, bless her heart, explained to me, quoting Shakespeare,
we must not “to the marriage of true minds admit impediments” such
as the irrelevance of an age difference. Youthful wisdom,
indeed.

 


Breezy (1973)

In Clint Eastwood’s third
directorial effort, he cast William Holden as Frank Harmon, a
middle-aged divorcée both cynical about life and disillusioned with
romance. As a favor, Frank takes in teenage Breezy (Kay Lenz), a
free-spirited hippie with a large heart but no home. Predictably
(although not to Frank and Breezy, of course), they fall for one
another. Frank shares his experience and intelligence; in return,
Breezy’s youthful innocence revives his stagnant soul. But (to
quote Shakespeare), “The course of true love never runs smooth,”
and Frank’s conservative, middle-aged friends summarily dismiss his
interest as the proverbial “mid-life crisis.” They cannot approve
of this May-November abomination and eventually browbeat him into
feeling like “the punchline of a dirty joke,” forcing him to break
off their relationship.

Fortunately for Frank, the
wise-beyond-her-years Breezy convinces him that an age difference
is irrelevant to a truly intimate connection, and eventually love
conquers all as these two damaged souls are able to transcend
societal disapproval and truly appreciate one another.

While, given the date of its
release, the story could be read as a clash (and reconciliation)
between The Establishment and The Counter-culture, this time-bound
analysis only obscures the timeless message of the time-independent
nature of a loving connection. I know this to be a fact since my
youthful fiancée agrees with my incisive analysis. Smart
girl!

 


London Affair (1970)
(aka Lola
and Twinky)

In this early entry from director
Richard Donner, best known for his later action epics such
as Superman (1978), The Goonies
(’85), and the Lethal
Weapon series (launched in ’87), Charles
Bronson is cast against his tough-guy type as Scott Wardman, a
38-year-old American novelist living in London who meets, falls
for, and marries Twinky (Susan George), a 16-year-old British
schoolgirl. He quickly discovers the difficulties of being
middle-aged and married to a teen (even though I can assure you
that the benefits far outweigh the detriments). Ultimately,
however, for Scott, the cons outweigh the pros, and, in a
bittersweet finale, they agree to part ways.

Although the risk of raunch is
everpresent in any film about a middle-aged man and a precocious
adolescent, Donner handles this unconventional relationship in a
mature manner, clearly establishing that love, rather than simply
sex, is the guiding star for these star-crossed lovers. At its
best, this silly little film exhibits a certain wistful charm; at
worst, it’s poorly acted and lacks the necessary chemistry between
the leads essential to pull off the premise. It’s no surprise that
they split up, but my young bride and I both agreed that if this
mismatched couple had shared a common chemistry they could have
surmounted any difficulties their age difference defined. (We did,
however, enjoy the local period detail that the couple needed to go
to Scotland to be married since such an underage union was illegal
in England at the time. If they’d been a similar American couple,
they no doubt would have had to forge her a birth certificate and
fly to Reno to tie the knot.)

 


Ryan’s Daughter (1970)

Director David Lean’s sweeping epic
romance, set against the brewing Irish Rebellion of 1916, stars
Robert Mitchum as Charles, a middle-aged schoolteacher in a
provincial, backwater Irish community, and Sarah Miles as Rosy, his
most promising student—a teenage woman-child hungry for the
intellectual stimulation only he can provide—and for a wide-ranging
experience of the larger world outside her remote village. While
the latter might be a distant dream, she can at least claim Charles
as her own true love, and they marry, despite the two decades
difference in their ages. She soon discovers the limitations of
hero-worship, however, and grows bored with their sedate home life.
She yearns for something more, and finds it in a carnal
relationship, succumbing to the temptations of the flesh with one
of the British soldiers sent to quell the rebellion in her
hamlet.

In the somber, bittersweet ending,
the couple decides to separate, but first to leave the reactionary
village that had excoriated them and go off together to Dublin.
While they’ve agreed to part company, the village priest counsels
against dissolving their marriage and their loving relationship
just because she made a mistake—an error in judgment. Their fate is
left ambiguous...but hopeful.

One aspect that distinguishes this
work from the majority of film romances is its ability to spark
dialog long after the final frames fade from the screen. In this
case, I found myself at odds with my new wife (and constant
companion to the movies) over the question, Can a relationship endure an affair? Can a couple survive infidelity? Can their original love for
one another transcend her adolescent error in judgment? We were
split on the subject; while her youthful enthusiasm and hunger for
experience prescribe forgiveness, my more mature (and perhaps,
therefore, more conservative) purview dictates that a betrayal of
this nature could easily drive the cuckolded husband to despair—or
worse. (Pondering this dilemma, however, does provide some solace
on these long evenings when I’m writing and she’s attending her
classes.)

 


Whatever Works (TBD)

The circumstances of the following
review are themselves worthy of a short introduction, as it is not
in fact a review of an existing film, but solely of a script for an
as-yet unproduced movie. Apparently (to my surprise), my review of
his film Manhattan was somehow brought to the attention of its writer/director
Woody Allen, and (to my delight), he found it perspicacious enough
that he sent me a draft of a screenplay he was planning to direct
soliciting my comments. He’d written the script nearly two decades
earlier, specifically for Zero Mostel, but following that actor’s
death in 1977, he shelved it for possible production “at some
undetermined time in the future,” he wrote in his cover letter to
me, “possibly even decades from now.”

In the film, Mostel was to play the
role of Boris, a middle-aged divorcée in New York City. Boris is
not only bitter, grumpy, and full of contempt for the entire human
race, he also claims to be a genius. He is perhaps correct in this
assessment; the script indicates that he often rants to the
audience, breaking down the theatrical “fourth wall”—and when
questioned about this eccentric behavior by other characters within
the film reveals to them that he’s the only one who sees “the big
picture”—including an audience watching their every
move.

While Boris is unquestionably
misanthropic, he’s not unkind, as he proves when he takes underage
runaway Melody under his protective wing. (Although Allen had not
cast this part, I suggested the spunky Meg Ryan for the role.) Much
to his surprise, Boris finds himself mentoring the vivacious but
vapor-brained Southern belle, sharing his opinions as well as his
apartment with his unsophisticated guest, explaining the lies of
the cruel world he perceives but of which he believes her to be
unaware. And he experiences an even bigger surprise when he finds
himself warming up to her...and she to him. Marriage follows and
all is well...until she meets handsome actor Randy, a veritable
anti-Boris. (Might I suggest the young New Zealander Russell Crowe,
so unforgettable in 1991’s Proof?) He’s smitten with her
unpretentious charms; she’s overwhelmed with physical attraction.
Boris’ response to their affair will determine whether this film
takes a comic or a tragic trajectory.

I once knew a woman who would no
doubt focus on the film’s Pygmalion aspect rather than on its theme
of the transience of romantic attachment—not to mention the
inevitable failure of any ludicrous, embarrassing May-December
romance. It was Boris’ attempts to end his own life that bookended
the script, however, that captured my morbid fascination. The story
begins with a failed suicide attempt and ends with a second failed
attempt—an odd but appropriately Allen-ish approach to comedy; is
he not, after all, the artist who in Annie
Hall divided all humanity into two
categories, the “miserable” and the “horrible”?

My question to Mr. Allen is this:
If Boris was such a genius, why did he fail at suicide—twice? After
all, throwing oneself through a window is a pretty simple affair,
one which does not require genius—only bleak and bottomless
despair. Perhaps the spontaneousness of Boris’ (understandable)
decision was the cause of his inept execution; premeditation of his
action could have allowed him to evade his mistakes—and would
provide him an opportunity to leave behind a note, or at least some
clue as to the heartbreaking circumstances that led inevitably to
his demise.

Both of Boris’ suicide attempts
fail, as did both of his marriages—the cause of the attempts.
Similarly, this tasteless tragicomedy of a film fails miserably as
well, even in screenplay form, what with its annoying, misplaced,
tacked-on “happy ending”—an ending that negates any true pathos and
sympathy these suicide attempts might have generated. If it is a
truism that Art follows Life, then this script is hardly art. I
hope I can dissuade Mr. Allen from ever producing this tactless
story. In the meanwhile, I’ll be pondering the screenplay’s many
mistakes. But not for long.

 


* * *

 


Editor’s Note: It is with great regret we must report that, just before we
went to press, we were informed of the untimely passing of the
author of this piece, our resident Film Critic, Davis Pirelli.
Although details are sketchy at this point, he apparently tripped
and broke through the window of his Park La Brea highrise
apartment, then fell thirteen stories to his death in what police
have classified as “a tragic accident.”

He will be missed.
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THE SCREENWRITER

Dmitri S. Abbott

 


 


“To make a good film, you need
three things:

the script, the script, the
script.”

—Alfred Hitchcock

 


* * *

 


An Interview with Dmitri S.
Abbott

conducted by Contributing Editor
Davis Pirelli

 


Reprinted from Yippie Cahiers du Cinema:

The Journal of Western Film and
Film Westerns, Vol II, Number 7

 


 



Preface

 


Several years ago, I performed a
series of interviews for a (yet to be published) book tentatively
titled How I Sold My
Screenplay. I researched the screenwriters
of every American film produced the previous year then set out to
query them about—as the title indicates—the process they went
through to get their work purchased. I discovered what I had long
suspected: that every screenplay has a unique path to production.
Some scripts were contracted by studios; some were work-for-hire
assignments; some were agent-submitted finished scripts; a few were
spec submittals that “won the lottery” of selection from the slush
pile and worked their way through various gatekeepers to achieve
that most treasured status and sought-after goal: a green
light.

The single common thread among
these screenwriters was their frequent references to a peer whose
work, while prolific, had somehow consistently eluded production:
Dmitri S. Abbott. Some considered him worthy of their sympathy for
his persistence, however futile; some considered him a cautionary
tale of the devastating effects of the Hollywood movie mill; others
mocked him for his ludicrously fruitless career. Some had had an
encounter with Abbott; others knew this legendary character only
through second- and third-hand anecdotes. The single point on which
they all agreed was that their impression of him was of one or
another euphemistic body part located below the belt. (As one
interview subject told me, “In order to continue writing in the
face of constant rejection, he had to have huge balls
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