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			Introduction

			The TV sitcom Alice, which was based on the feature film Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974), premiered on CBS in 1976 during a time of social evolution for women in the United States. Alice Hyatt was a single mother, striking out on her own for the first time. She was eager to engage in life and love and aspired to work professionally as a singer. Through it all, she sought to help her fellow man whenever possible.

			The role of mothers on television has evolved over time. During the 1950s, most TV moms focused on their homes and families. They dealt with inner family issues. This changed in the 1960s with the character Laura Petrie in The Dick Van Dyke Show. Laura was a homemaker, but she thought for herself and had a degree of sexual attraction not seen until that time. More advancements were made for TV mothers in the early 1970s when the series Maude came along. The show dealt with women’s sexual issues, including birth control, unwanted pregnancy, and menopause. Having a career became important for female characters, as was seen with Ann Romano, a divorced ad executive, in the series One Day at a Time. Alice Hyatt was part of this new breed of TV mother. She was a hero for her generation and generations to come. 

			Alice aired for nine seasons. The 202 episodes that comprise the series can be seen regularly in syndication, on DVD, and through internet streaming services including Amazon Prime Video. The sitcom has a large fanbase and continues to resonate with people to this day.

			Alice: Life Behind the Counter in Mel’s Greasy Spoon tells the story of how the feature film Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore and the series Alice and Flo were developed. It is based on verified information from a variety of sources. In researching this book, I interviewed various people associated with the series, including Christopher Tayback, the son of Vic Tayback (Mel in Alice); David Silverman (writer, seasons 7–9 for Alice); Lucy Lee Flippin (Fran in Flo); Joyce Bulifant (Miriam in Flo); and Alice enthusiast David Barry Plunkett. The pages that follow will give you insight into the creation of the film and TV series, test your Alice trivia knowledge, and make you smile as you remember the many humorous and sometimes touching situations the film and shows depicted as Alice and her friends journeyed through life together. 

			Barry M. Putt Jr.
June 2019

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: 

			The Feature Film 
Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore

			In 1973, a young college professor who taught English at California State University became disgusted with an uninspired movie he saw on television. The experience prompted him to write a gritty, provocative screenplay that he hoped could be produced for the big screen. His name was Robert Getchell. The title of his script was Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore. The story focused on a thirty-five-year-old housewife, Alice Hyatt, whose life in Socorro, New Mexico is turned upside down when her husband is killed in a traffic accident. After sorting through her options, she decides to return to her hometown, Monterey, California, with her eleven-year-old son and resume the singing career she started there as a young adult. On the way, she runs out of money in Tucson, Arizona and is forced to take a job waitressing in a small café. As Alice struggles to save, so she can resume her journey to Monterey, she falls in love and ultimately decides to remain in Tucson and pursue her goal of singing there.

			Getchell’s script was inspired by the sexual revolution. The story dealt with issues in the forefront of people’s minds, especially women, who were redefining their societal roles. An important quality found within films set during the sexual revolution is that female heroines became the masters of their destinies and triumphed over the men who stood in their way. This was true of Alice Hyatt. In the film, she makes her own decisions and deals with their consequences. In the end, she is the one responsible for her happiness in life. 

			After Getchell finished writing the screenplay, he found an agent. The agent thought the story had great potential and began to market it. A short time later, movie producer Peter Thomas optioned the script. Female centered films were not in demand at the time. Thomas searched for a production partner for a year with no results. At that point, the option ran out and he returned the rights to the screenplay to Getchell. The script was then optioned for three months to longtime TV producer David Susskind. At the same time, Ellen Burstyn was completing work on The Exorcist (1973). Warner Bros. was sending her scripts to consider for her next project. She was disappointed that the women in the screenplays she was reading were all running from something and not forging their own paths. Her agent, Tony Fantozzi, gave her the script for Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore. She found it to be bold and engaging and immediately decided that she wanted it to be the next film she starred in.

			The studio encouraged Burstyn to direct the production herself. She wasn’t interested in that, however, so she initiated a search to find a director. Francis Ford Coppola recommended that she take a look at Martin Scorsese’s film Mean Streets (1973). She thought it was intriguing and decided to take a meeting with Scorsese. During their discussion, Burstyn told him that she liked his directing work but found it to be male focused. She questioned how much he knew about women. Scorsese said that he had not yet focused on women in his film work. It would be a new avenue for him and one he was eager to explore. Burstyn admired his honesty and the breadth of skill he had as a director. These qualities, along with Scorsese’s enthusiasm about the project, led her to select him to direct the movie.
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			In addition to Mean Streets, Scorsese had made several significant independent feature films prior to working with Burstyn including Who’s That Knocking at My Door (1967) and Boxcar Bertha (1972). Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore was his first studio picture. He wanted viewers of the movie to learn something about themselves and their own relationships by the time they finished watching it. To achieve this, he recrafted aspects of the script and infused the character of Alice with some of his own emotional conflicts. Doing so filled her character with a greater degree of emotional truth, which ultimately hit home with audiences. 

			Ellen Burstyn was officially the first actor cast in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore. She had recently got divorced and was raising her twelve-year-old son on her own, which paralleled her character’s situation in the film. After her divorce, Burstyn realized that for most of her life she had felt trapped in the role of housewife and the duties associated with it. It took her, as it did Alice, some time to move past her issues and find happiness in being on her own. These similarities made it easy for her to relate to Alice.

			Burstyn had studied acting with Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio. She encouraged Scorsese to cast as many actors who had trained there as possible because doing so would assure a certain level of authenticity within their performances. Scorsese was familiar with the studio through his work with alumnus, Harvey Keitel, and readily agreed with Burstyn’s request. In addition to Keitel, Scorsese cast Actors Studio members Diane Ladd, Billy Green Bush, and Vic Tayback in the film. 

			At the time, Kris Kristofferson was a well-known country singer with a gold single entitled “Why Me?” He was also a box office draw. Scorsese initially wasn’t interested in considering him, but when Burstyn suggested it, he changed his mind. Kristofferson was estranged from his children from a former marriage, which enabled him to identify with the character of David he was playing in the film who was in a similar situation. 

			The role of Alice’s son, Tommy, was challenging to fill. Scorsese used Marion Dougherty Associates in New York to assist with casting the part. They saw over three hundred boys. Scorsese didn’t find what he was looking for there. Sandy Weintraub, associate producer on the film, encouraged him to audition one particular boy: Alfred Lutter III. She said that Lutter was shy yet wanted to be a standup comedian. Scorsese had him improvise with Burstyn. They had great chemistry and really got into the improvs, spontaneously coming up with compelling, character-driven moments. He thought that Lutter was ideal for the role and cast him. 

			By the time Jodie Foster auditioned for the part of Tommy’s friend, Audrey, she was already a well-known child star. She had long hair when she went to audition but decided to cut it short after she was cast. This forced Scorsese to have to transform her character into more of a tomboy than the script had originally called for. 

			Burstyn’s son, Jefferson, played Tommy’s best friend, Harold, in the Socorro scenes. Her friend and fellow actress, Lelia Goldoni, was cast as Alice’s close friend Bea. Their real-life connection gave authenticity to their relationship in the scenes they appeared in together. 

			During preproduction, Scorsese discussed the storyline with Burstyn and other cast members. When needed, he would videotape improvisations of scenes with the actors to explore situations more fully. Scorsese gave new drafts of scenes to Getchell, who would polish them or craft entirely new scenes according to the structure that Scorsese constructed from the improvs. The bulk of the improvisations were between Burstyn and Lutter. As the production moved forward, other cast members became involved in this process as well.

			Many wonderful moments came out of Scorsese’s use of improv. During rehearsal, Lutter told him a gorilla story ad nauseam. The story eventually made its way into an improvisation with Burstyn and then later into the film. Another moment that grew out of improvs was the scene in David’s kitchen where Alice tells David about her childhood. The bathroom scene at Mel and Ruby’s Café was developed using this process as well. In the end, almost everything that was shot was based on a combination of Getchell’s screenplay and Scorsese’s improvs with the actors.

			Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore, like Scorsese’s earlier film Mean Streets, uses pop music to ground the world of the story in a realistic context. Characters don’t burst into song to convey their feelings as they had in traditional movie musicals. Instead, the music in Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore gives insight into who Alice is as a person. In the opening scene, young Alice sings a few bars of the song “You’ll Never Know.” This moment represents the aspiring performer within her. Later in the film, the songs Alice chooses to sing in preparation for her act, such as “Where or When,” “When Your Lover Has Gone,” and “Gone with the Wind,” all deal with lost love and new beginnings. They reflect on Alice’s personal life and were included in the script to provide insight into what she is going through at different points in time. 

			The importance of music can also be seen in Tommy’s character. He listens to “Roll Away the Stone” by Mott the Hoople in the film because rock ’n’ roll was popular when the movie was made and consistent with what American kids of his generation listened to. Tommy cranked up the music in order to block out the world and his problems.

			Burstyn requested to do her own singing and piano playing in the film. Her mother had belittled her ability to sing when she was a child, which created a mental block within her. She was determined to overcome her apprehensions and spent six months taking lessons to brush up on her music skills before principal photography began. In her 2007 autobiography, Lessons in Becoming Myself, Burstyn confessed that although the final recordings were spliced together and included augmentation, she did all her own singing and was proud of it.

			Warner Bros. gave Scorsese a $1.6 million budget to produce the movie. It was shot in eight weeks during the spring of 1974. Except for the opening scene, all filming was done on location in and around Tucson. Labor laws limited child actors to a four-hour workday. The rest of the cast put in fourteen hours each day, six days a week. Working on location for such a concentrated amount of time kept all actors immersed in the world of the story.

			The opening scene is set on a farm in the rural US and shot in bleak, hazy tones. Scorsese crafted it as an homage to MGM’s The Wizard of Oz (1939). Alice dons a dress similar to the one Dorothy wears. Her relationship with her family has qualities comparable to the relationship Dorothy has with her family. Both characters sing a song that reflects on their longing for more than what they have. In the end, Alice and Dorothy come to appreciate a renewed understanding of home and a new sense of belonging.

			The opening scene was shot toward the end of production at the Gower Street Columbia lot in Los Angeles. The set cost $85,000 to construct and was used only once before being disassembled. Scorsese had two days to shoot the scene. The welfare worker looking after Mia Bendixsen, who played the eight-year-old Alice, was a strict overseer. She made sure Bendixsen went to school for the legally required amount of time each day. She opposed Bendixsen’s saying the lines “Blow it out your ass” and “Jesus Christ.” Scorsese was firm that those specific words needed to be said because they defined her character. The matter put him at odds with the welfare worker. Luckily, one take of the scene had been shot before the dialogue became an issue. Scorsese decided to withdraw from the conflict and simply inserted the existing take into the film instead. 

			Scorsese opted to employ moving camerawork throughout the production. He felt it was the most authentic way to capture the state of confusion of most of the characters in the story. The only times Scorsese used a fixed camera was when characters were seen in stable situations, such as Alice’s affectionate interplay with David in his kitchen. In the scene in which Alice says goodbye to her close friend Bea and leaves Socorro with Tommy, the camera pans slowly then hesitates interrupting its own movement. Scorsese requested this be done to create a mood of indecision, helping emphasize how conflicted Alice is about leaving. 

			Jodie Foster was available to work on the film for only two four-hour days. Scorsese had to move at a fast pace to shoot all of her scenes within that time. He felt that she did a great job, but he wished that he had more time to do improvs with her, which could have produced even stronger results than what had been achieved.

			[image: ]

			Since Lutter was new to acting, the preproduction improvs helped to immerse him in the world of the story and his character, which gave his work a deep sense of psychological realism. Burstyn admired his ability to be in the moment. She found him to be smart yet hard to handle at times because he lived his character on and off screen.

			There are several moments in the film that were thought up on the same day they were shot. This is true of the scene in which Alice returns to the hotel dressed in a new outfit. Everything in the scene was scripted except for when Tommy slams the door in her face. That aspect is based on an improv done moments before the shoot. In another instance, an improvised scene clocked in with an initial running time of fifteen minutes. It was eventually whittled down to three minutes for the final film. In such scenes, Scorsese kept the camera angles simple to streamline the shooting and editing process.

			In the film, Burstyn drew from her relationship with her real-life son. This was true of the scene in which Alice insists that Tommy jot down everything that is going wrong in his life. A similar situation had occurred in Burstyn’s life. When her son was unhappy and refused to see anything positive, she sat him down and demanded he write down every awful thing he was going through. 

			The scene in which Harvey Keitel’s character, Ben, flies into a violent rage in Alice’s motel room was choreographed and extensively rehearsed before it was filmed. Since the action takes place in a small space, Scorsese decided to do all cinematographic work using a handheld camera. Doing so made filming in such an intimate location easier. The only improv in the scene occurs when Ben tells Alice that if she doesn’t mess with the scorpion, it won’t mess with her. Everything else was scripted. According to Burstyn’s autobiography, she found Keitel frightening in the scene. She emoted what she was actually feeling in the moment. Working on that section of the film was a draining experience for her because it had to be shot several times from different angles. Burstyn tried to distance herself from what was happening in the scene during breaks in filming, but she ultimately found that difficult to do. By the time she finished shooting the scene, she was emotionally distraught.

			Burstyn and Ladd knew each other prior to working on Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore. Burstyn had been cast in a couple roles for which Ladd had auditioned. Being reunited after losing these parts created some tension between them. Scorsese used that energy to the film’s advantage in the scene in which their characters argue and then forge a friendship. 
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			Ladd incorporated elements of people she knew into the character of Flo. Her childhood friend, for instance, used to put gum on her nose and behind her ear to save for later. Ladd’s father used to say, “Grandma is slow and moves like dead lice.” Ladd felt that both of these would make her character truer to life, so she used them in an improv. They were later incorporated into the film.

			After the bathroom scene at Mel and Ruby’s Café was shot, Ladd told Scorsese that she and Burstyn could do a better job in the scene if he let them reshoot it. Scorsese was reluctant to do so for budgetary reasons, but eventually he agreed. The work the actresses did during the reshoot was so much more emotive than the original takes that Scorsese used only the reshot footage in the film. 

			In addition to Burstyn’s son being in the film, other cast members’ family members made appearances. Ladd’s seven-year-old daughter, Laura Dern, was featured in a diner scene eating an ice cream cone at the counter; William A. Shea Jr., Ladd’s ex-husband, sat beside her. Vic Tayback’s brother lived in Arizona at the time the film was being shot. Tayback got him a brief role in a scene at the diner as well.

			The climax of the film, which occurs in the diner, had been in development since work on the film began. One draft of the script had Alice and David get back together, while another had Alice break up with him. No matter what was drafted, it didn’t feel right to Scorsese. During rehearsal, Kristofferson decided to improvise that his character would take Alice to Monterey if it meant so much to her. He was willing to relinquish power to her in the situation. Diner patrons clapped at Alice’s acceptance, which signified a triumphant moment in her journey. Scorsese felt that this shift fulfilled Alice’s objective and made the story feel complete, so they used it. 

			Getchell wrote several versions of the final scene, including one in which Tommy kills himself. Other drafts had him fleeing to Monterey alone and then returning to Tucson with Alice. Burstyn wanted her character to go to Monterey and establish a home there, while Warner Bros. insisted that the film end with a romantic connection. They had just released a movie that didn’t end happily, and it hadn’t done well at the box office. The studio told Scorsese that if Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore didn’t have a happy ending, they wouldn’t release it. Scorsese took all this into consideration and ultimately decided to end the movie with a bonding moment between mother and son. In this scene, Alice comforts Tommy and tells him that Tucson is their home now: it has everything they’ve been looking for, they are comfortable there, and they have a sense of family and an opportunity to grow. All parties agreed that this was a satisfying way to conclude the film for both the lead characters and the audience. 

			The “Monterey” sign that appears during the final moments in the movie was shot by coincidence. Scorsese contemplated removing it but then decided it should be seen. He felt the sign represented Alice and Tommy finding their “Monterey” in Tucson. 

			Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore was the first of Scorsese’s films in which he wasn’t involved in the majority of the editing. This was due to the fact that he was simultaneously working on two other projects, which put limitations on his time. While Scorsese did edit a few sections of the movie, he asked his friend, Marcia Lucas, to edit most of it for him.

			The initial cut came in at three hours, sixteen minutes. It was the longest initial cut of any film Scorsese had made until that point. Warner Bros. encouraged him to remove the opening scene with Alice as a girl. Scorsese felt that that moment was essential and refused to be associated with the film were it cut. The studio rethought its position and agreed to keep the scene in. Outside of this incident, Warner Bros. allowed Scorsese to craft the final version of the film on his own. The initial cut contained a large amount of character development, most of which Scorsese eventually decided was unnecessary. He regretted having to remove moments that related to Alice’s husband, Donald, because they gave insight into how he had become the person he was. But Scorsese felt these aspects needed to be cut to keep the story advancing at a steady pace. 

			By the time the film was ready for previews, the production had surpassed its budget by over a million dollars, coming in at $1.72 million. This was attributed to the need for additional shooting and Scorsese’s taking ill for a time, which slowed down production. Preview audiences felt that several early scenes relating to Alice’s marriage weren’t needed, so Scorsese had them cut. After these adjustments were made, the movie was deemed complete. It was released on December 9, 1974. Overall, the film received positive reviews. It went on to gross over $21 million. Warner Bros. asked Getchell to write a novelized version of the story as a tie-in to the movie. The novel closely follows the story established in the film. However, in the novelization, Alice’s married life is set in Ponca City, Oklahoma. This is consistent with early drafts of the screenplay but not the final version of the film, where the location is Socorro. The novel also provides some additional insight into the main characters. It was published in paperback soon after the movie was released.

			The film Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore and the people associated with it received many accolades after the movie’s release. The film was nominated for the Palme d’Or at the 1975 Cannes Film Festival. It won a British Academy of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) Award for Best Film. Burstyn was nominated for the Golden Globe Award for Best Actress in a Leading Role and won both an Oscar and a BAFTA for best actress in a leading role. Ladd was nominated for a Golden Globe Award and an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress; she won a BAFTA for her portrayal of Flo. Getchell was nominated for an Oscar for Best Original Screenplay and a WGA Award for the same. Scorsese was nominated for a BAFTA Award for Best Direction. This recognition was proof that the story was relevant, well-crafted, and resonated strongly with its audience.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2:

			The Cast and Crew of 
Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore

			Ellen Burstyn (Alice)

			Ellen Burstyn was born Edna Rae Gillooly in Detroit, Michigan, in 1932. She had two brothers. Her parents divorced when she was young. After that, her mother and stepfather raised her. Burstyn was six years old when she first performed on stage: as Little Miss Muffet at St. Mary’s Academy, a boarding school in Windsor, Ontario.

			She dropped out of high school during her senior year due to failing grades and took a job modeling clothes in a local department store. A few years later, Burstyn married salesman William Alexander and moved to New York City, where she got a job as a dancer on The Jackie Gleason Show. When her involvement with the series ended, she took the stage name Erica Dean and started to pursue acting. By that point, her marriage to Alexander was failing. They divorced in 1957. That same year she was cast in the lead role in the Broadway play Fair Game. 

			In 1958, she married director Paul Roberts. Her career began to flourish, and she was cast regularly in guest parts on TV shows including Gunsmoke, Perry Mason, and Dr. Kildare. In 1961, Burstyn adopted a son. Soon after, her marriage to Roberts became strained, and they got divorced. 

			[image: ]

			In 1964, she married actor Neil Burstyn and took his last name professionally. A few months later, she was cast in the film Goodbye Charlie (1964), which featured Debbie Reynolds, Walter Matthau, and Tony Curtis
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Diane Ladd in a scene from Alice Doesn'’t Live Here Anymore
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