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    “It’s the most unprofessional, God-awful business anywhere: Hollywood. Porn is much more respectable. No shady power plays. People are nicer.”


    Porn star James Deen



    “The movie business is cyclical. Some guys are up, some guys are down.”


    Actor Matt Damon



    “Hollywood is wonderful. Anyone who doesn’t like it is either crazy or sober.”


    Writer Raymond Chandler
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    2. What Price Hollywood? (1932)



    Taking a title cue from the Laurence Stallings/Maxwell Anderson anti-war play What Price Glory and the 1926 Raoul Walsh film adaptation, George Cukor’s What Price Hollywood? (1932, RKO/Pathé) strikes the same accusatory tone. With an added punctuation mark, it emphasizes the question that the film itself proceeds to answer: how great a personal sacrifice will be paid in making it big in the movies? By the time all the collateral damage has been sorted out, we see that the cost can be extreme but that the reward is probably worth it.


    Reflecting solid insider knowledge of the film industry, What Price Hollywood? is based on an original story by Adela Rogers St. Johns. In a prime position to know exactly what she was talking and writing about, St. Johns was born in Los Angeles in 1894 and graduated from Hollywood High School in 1910. She reported for William Randolph Hearst’s San Francisco Examiner, interviewed movie stars for Photoplay, contributed short stories to Cosmopolitan and The Saturday Evening Post, and wrote over a dozen screenplays, including Old Love for New (1918), Inez from Hollywood (1924), Children of Divorce (1927), Scandal (1929), The Great Man’s Lady (1942), and The Girl Who Had Everything (1953). Her connections were wide and her Hollywood knowledge, shared later on TV talk shows and in documentaries, was deep. Credited with the script itself are Gene Fowler, Rowland Brown, Ben Markson, and Jane Murfin, all of whom, especially Fowler and Brown, had extensive careers in pictures. Among their other writing credits are Fowler’s Twentieth Century (1934) and A Message to Garcia (1936), Brown’s Quick Millions (1931) and Johnny Apollo (1940), Markson’s Picture Snatcher (1933), and Murfin’s Roberta (1935), The Women (1939), and Dragon Seed (1944).


    The script was especially important to producer David O. Selznick, working for RKO at the time and long interested in making a realistic film about Hollywood. It was Selznick, in fact, who had bought the original Adela Rogers St. Johns short story. As head of production at RKO, Selznick assigned his friend George Cukor (also under contract at RKO) to the picture and cast Constance Bennett in the lead. Although he was also supervising over twenty other pictures being filmed at RKO in 1932, Selznick devoted particular attention to What Price Hollywood? and made certain that it had the best production values the studio had to offer. Highly regarded Charles Rosher, who would shoot five films for Selznick at RKO, was brought on as director of photography. The first cinematography Oscar winner (along with Karl Struss) in 1928 for Sunrise, Rosher had started in silent films as a newsreel photographer and was one of the first cameramen to arrive in Hollywood from New York in 1911. He later moved over to MGM, working there from 1942 to 1954 and earning another Oscar for The Yearling. For the music score, Selznick selected his favorite composer, Max Steiner, who was then serving as music director at RKO. Ultimately composing over 300 film scores during his fifty-year career, Steiner was nominated for twenty-four Academy Awards and won three. Even after he left RKO for a long-term contract at Warner Bros., Steiner continued to compose for Selznick’s independent productions, most notably in 1939 for Gone with the Wind. Cukor, Rosher, and Steiner were proof of just how seriously Selznick took this insider film about Hollywood.


    What Price Hollywood? opens on an extreme long shot of Los Angeles at night, looking northward across the basin up to the Hollywood hills. The city’s lights glitter and beckon, filling the entire frame in an iconic image that will be duplicated in two of the three A Star Is Born films. This is Hollywood as bejeweled Promised Land, drawing toward it all the dreamers who have ever imagined themselves on a movie screen. Emblazoned across the center of the dark hills is the word “Hollywood,” not the famous sign, which, at the time, still advertised the real estate development known as “Hollywoodland,” but large lettering on the film itself. The credits follow, mounted on billboards and accompanied by a popular song medley that climaxes with “Happy Days are Here Again.” Hollywood’s upbeat, Depression-era allure as transformed into consumer cachet is conveyed through post-credit shots of a woman’s hands flipping through the pages of a glossy movie magazine. When she lands on an advertisement for Sheer Silk stockings endorsed by rising star Glinda Golden, a subsequent medium shot shows her putting on the very same stockings. Next, a headline challenges her to “Follow Hollywood Star Styles,” and the unidentified woman (still viewed from the neck down only) wriggles into one of the body-hugging dresses displayed in the photo layout. Finally, reading that “Hollywood Stars Prefer ‘Kissable Lipstick’,” she applies the recommended product while the camera slowly tracks back to reveal Constance Bennett puckering her lips and adjusting the coverage. A brief check in the mirror and she’s back to the magazine where she lingers on a portrait of Garbo and Gable, folding back the page to put her own face next to Gable. In a passable imitation of Garbo, Bennett air kisses the photo, murmurs “My dahling, how I love you, I love you I do,” and hurries off to work. (Given Adela Rogers St. Johns’ rumored romance and child with Clark Gable, the swooning over him is especially interesting.)


    Bennett, as Mary Evans, is a waitress at the Brown Derby Restaurant, the original hat-shaped one on Wilshire Boulevard. Wise-cracking and brash, she wields her server’s tray like a battle shield. Before their movie careers take off, the Esther Blodgetts of the first two A Star Is Born films will also spend time serving food for a living. Where those Esthers are demure and tentative, however, Mary Evans is aggressive and determined.


    Batting down the advances of a slimy press agent who promises to help her “go into pictures,” she ignores his threat to call the manager Nick and says, “Sure call him over and tell him about that seventeen-year-old girl you put in pictures.” When an egotistical second-rate actor demands an immediate order of cold cuts, she mutters, “a lot of ham.” Best known later for her comic turns as sophisticated socialites in movies like Topper (1937) and Merrily We Live (1938), Bennett plays Mary Evans like one of those streetwise, working class spitfires perfected by Glenda Farrell and Joan Blondell over at Warner Bros. Mary knows exactly who she is and where she is going. “You’ll see me in pictures some day,” she promises two elderly female customers who compliment her on her looks and personality. Darting from table to table, she continually overhears bits of industry gossip and even an advance notice of possible casting trends. For the benefit of a tall,dark and profile-blessed chef, she passes on the news that “Latin types are coming back again” and smiles bemusedly when he claims that he has been vindicated by American women who “want sophisticated love.” What Mary wants is a break, and it seems to arrive in the form of hugely successful director Maximilian “Max” Carey (Lowell Sherman).


    Drunk as usual, Carey has stopped by the Derby en route to the premiere of his most recent picture. Just outside the entrance, he politely greets an old woman selling gardenias and responds to her flattery by purchasing all the flowers and sending her home in his chauffeur-driven car. Like just about everyone else at the Derby, the flower lady is movie-crazy, and before exiting she asks Carey to keep her in mind for his next film, insisting that she could be “another Marie Dressler.” Well known for his gags, Carey threads his way through the crowded restaurant, handing out gardenias to the various patrons he encounters.


    With the narrative economy of classic Hollywood cinema, the film has already briskly established Carey’s most significant personality traits: his talent, his lack of pretense, his humor, and his alcoholism. All four qualities will remain in play throughout the movie, with Carey’s wittiness particularly emphasized here in the beginning. Careening toward a table, he bangs into a masculine-dressed woman, mumbles “pardon me old man,” does a double take, and then asks “Who’s your tailor?” A magnet for sycophants, Max is approached and hustled for “a full-page ad for the new picture” by the same unpleasant agent who harassed Mary. “Every hour you are out of jail,” Carey tells him, “you’re away from home.” Undeterred, the agent sits down uninvited and keeps pitching until Carey dismisses him with a gardenia in a glass of water and the observation that “I bet they count the silver every time you eat here.” It is this shared caustic humor, particularly as aimed at Hollywood phonies, that links Mary and her would-be director. Her subsequent come-on is acceptable to Max and to us because she delivers it with candor, as well as restraint. Reminding a co-worker that “I gave you Wally Beery last week,” she takes over as Max’s server. “I’m looking for a break,” she tells the other waitress, “and I’m going to get it.”


    When Carey jokingly asks, “What’s a pretty girl like you doing around here?” Mary immediately responds, “Waiting to meet a big director like you.” She further compliments Carey by insisting “You got a lot on the ball,” but it is her nonchalant acceptance of his order for six glasses of water that most impresses Max. Like Walter Brennan’s Eddy in To Have and Have Not admiring Lauren Bacall’s Slim after she plays along with his “Was you ever bit by a dead bee?” routine, Carey gives her the rummy seal of approval. Because she is such a “good sport,” he asks her to accompany him to the movie premiere.


    The more outrageous Carey’s behavior becomes the more tightly Cukor anchors the action in real locations. To keep the story credible, he plays out events amid the Hollywood landmarks where they could conceivably have occurred. In a transition from the restaurant set to the actual Brown Derby exterior, Carey appears before the doorman and asks him to hail a cab. A better idea, an opportunity for another gag, arises when he sees an older motorist trying to hand crank his dilapidated jalopy and purchases the vehicle (“If she turns over, I’ll buy it”) for $50. Again, Mary is game. Not only does she walk out on her job, but she also agrees to ride along on the front seat as Carey drives off to the opening.


    Cukor cuts immediately to Grauman’s Chinese Theatre and lets the gag play out at Hollywood’s most iconic locale. Carey and Evans lurch up to the red-carpeted entrance in a cloud of smoke and a din of grinding gears. Fans and invitees are equally amused; several rapidly edited medium close-ups show faces turning toward the commotion and bursting into laughter. Quickly intercutting the entire sequence, Cukor includes high angle overheads of cars, crowds, and lights and gives the proceedings the feel of a slightly grainy newsreel. In keeping with the media carnival atmosphere, a radio announcer describes the action and introduces us to the film’s third major character movie studio executive Julius Saxe (Gregory Ratoff).


    As a stand-in for malapropism-prone moguls like Sam Goldwyn and Harry Cohn, Ratoff creates here the same dyspeptic, heavily accented Middle European (read Jewish) producer that he will revise nearly two decades later for the Max Fabian role in All About Eve (1950, 20th Century Fox, directed by Joseph Mankiewicz). “Say a couple words over the microscope,” Saxe tells Max as he invites him to join the broadcast. After he informs the audience that he owes his success to “beef, iron, and wine,” Max lets loose a Bronx cheer and then introduces Mary as the “Duchess of Derby.” Matching Max’s playfulness, she vamps for a while in an English accent before signing off with “Mr. Carey is waiting…there’s nothing so exasperating as waiting on people.” A beat and then, sans accent, she adds, “I ought to know.” Julius Saxe, or Saxey as Mary will call him later, is not all that amused. Throughout the picture, Saxe’s attitude toward Max will remain ambivalent; tolerant as long as he is directing successful films, he will be less than fully supportive when Max hits the skids.


    Cukor exits the premiere with a fade-out and then fades in on an anonymous newspaper column titled “You Ask Me!” Used repeatedly throughout the film, this device operates on multiple levels. Most fundamentally, like spinning headlines and front-page collages, it is a narrative convention of classic Hollywood cinema used to advance the story and reveal character motivation. “Who was that devastating blonde with Max Carey,” it asks in this initial instance, “who knocked ’em cold over the radio at the Chinese opening?” As a projection forward, the column cues us to the probability that Mary soon will have the same major impact on moviegoing audiences. Investigative in tone, it further promises to “uncover” real facts and information concerning Hollywood. Its “voice” fits with the question mark of the opening credit and the fact that the film’s alternate title was The Truth about Hollywood. Like Mary’s perusal of the fan magazine, the column emphasizes again the public fascination with all things Hollywood, an interest that, as suggested by the surging premiere crowd contained behind the ropes, may be potentially unstable and even dangerous. Finally, the column is a humorous critique of the hyperbolic style of writing about movies that then predominated and with which a veteran newspaperwoman like Adela Rogers St. Johns would have been very familiar. (Coincidentally, in 1987, satirical author Paul Rudnick, using the pseudonym Libby Gelman-Waxner, began writing a series of hilarious movie reviews and columns titled “If You Ask Me.”)


    Seemingly prompted by the column’s inquiry, the newsprint dissolves to a high-angle, extreme long shot of a Hollywood mansion nestled in verdantly landscaped hills. The camera tracks forward and then dissolves to a continuing tracking shot as it pushes ahead into a dark heavily curtained bedroom. This penetration of unknown space, this forward track to unravel a mystery or accumulate information, becomes in the 1930s and 1940s an expressive stylistic tool mastered in various ways by Welles, Ophuls, Hitchcock, and Renoir. Cukor uses it in What Price Hollywood? to visually parallel the investigative thrust of the newspaper excerpts and the narrative itself. As the camera ends on a medium shot of a ringing telephone (another intrusive communication device), Max reaches out of bed and tosses the receiver off its hook. He is in bad shape. Still clothed in his formal shirt, shorts, and one sock, he stumbles into the bathroom, where he opens the medicine chest to retrieve a bottle, looks twice in the mirror, and drops the bottle onto the tiled floor. Written across the front of his starched shirt is a note from Mary summarizing her casting details. Unable to focus, Carey asks his black servant James to check his feet for broken glass and to read what he calls the “fan letter.” “Mary Evans. 5 feet 4 inches. 102 pounds. Complexion blonde,” recites James before including the phone number and the postscript: “sings and swims, rides horseback.” The writer herself, James adds, is asleep downstairs. While he mulls the information, Carey pours a drink from the bottle James has brought on a tray and then, flashing an exaggerated frown, marks the bottle with James’s pencil to show how much liquor is left. The scene ends comically when Carey leaves to put on a dressing gown and James returns the bottle to an upholstered portable bar after first taking a long swig himself, erasing the level mark, and penciling in a new line. Like the Brown Derby and Grauman’s Chinese episodes, the drinking here is still treated as humorous physical shtick, opportunities for Sherman to roll his eyes, grimace, overly enunciate words, and determinedly hold himself erect. The tone will begin to darken later.


    Once again, Cukor uses an inquisitive moving camera as he tracks forward on Mary, who is wrapped in a fur blanket and asleep on a downstairs couch. There is, it appears, more to uncover about the previous night. “What’s new?” asks Carey by way of gently waking her. After telling Carey that she’s “been out on your veranda,” she further decides, “Gee, its swell up here on the mountain. So, so fresh,” an appraisal that lends her an air of innocence to balance her caginess and hold out hope for Max’s own rejuvenation.


    A summary of the pair’s previous hours together follows in stages. First, Mary informs Carey that he “just passed out in the middle of the picture that’s all.” Unsure how they connected, Carey asks, “Just where and how did I meet you?” Reviewing their Brown Derby encounter, she somewhat cryptically adds, “I gave up my job for you, palsy walsy.” Her hard edge suggests that streetwise Mary may be planning to extort the director.


    Next, she explains how she and a cab driver carried Max up the mountain and that “all you did was yodel.” When Max marvels that she couldn’t leave him, she very directly replies, “I’m looking for a break in pictures. I thought you might give me a chance.” Again there is the hint that Mary intends to leverage Max’s foggily remembered behavior into a major career demand, a threat re-enforced when she repeats, “all’s I need is a break.” But she honestly reveals that Max never attempted to force himself on her and that she hopes only that he might “write a letter” for her. If Cukor’s tale of Hollywood privilege is to sustain audience sympathy, we need to identify with the often abrasive Mary, and so her fair play comes as a relief to Max and to us here. “I’ll do better than that. You’re a great kid,” he says, the term of approbation signaling that she has won Max’s trust and his fatherly rather than romantic interest in her. The budding loyalty between the two is also indicated by Mary’s attempt to get Carey to slow down on his early morning drinking. “What and be bored all the time?” he responds in a partial clue as to what underlies the alcoholism.


    As he sends her home, Max instructs Mary “to come around the studio tomorrow and come on my set.” Thrilled, she gives Max an affectionately appropriate kiss on the cheek and, alone in the frame, he attempts to answer her off screen yodel with one of his own. In a kind of scenic coda that we will come to expect, the gossip column reappears and announces, “Max Carey stole the Derby’s prettiest waitress. What for? Oh, same old story. Going to put her in pictures.” Even though the columnist implies a typical Hollywood sexual liaison, we have seen the true motivation; the “realities” of the running commentary and of the actual narrative will continue to advance in different directions.


    Slowly and somewhat shakily, as if mounted on a truck, the camera dollies in toward a studio soundstage. Four successive dissolves foreshorten both the distance and time to the stage’s entrance while the camera continues to track forward. The effect is of barriers peeling away as we breach private territory. It is an impressive, almost flashy, shot for the normally unobtrusive and seamless Cukor. The building is Soundstage 10, and a cut takes us inside, where the camera continues to track behind Mary, our representative now in this chaotic wonderland, as she makes her way toward Carey’s set. Sober and businesslike, he is directing a sound check and at first does not recognize her. After she re-introduces herself, he sends her off to make-up and wardrobe to prepare for a scene that will be shot later that evening. Her role: to float down a staircase, flirtatiously quip “Hello, Buzzy, you haven’t proposed to me yet tonight,” and then freeze at the sight of an off-screen corpse. Full of her usual confidence, she tells an assistant who has praised her appearance, “What’d I tell you. I’m good.”


    Dissolve to a tight medium long shot of the set, camera on left side of the frame, staircase in middle, lighting equipment on the right. Carey provides Mary some last minute instructions and the scene begins. She is terrible. Her walk is awkward, her speech mechanical, and her expressions exaggerated. Taken aback by her disastrous debut, Carey focuses his full attention on her, giving her perceptive and detailed direction. “Come down easily…don’t put your hand on the rail…not on your heels…don’t clinch your hands,” he tells her. There is a highly believable, almost documentary-like feel to the scene, as if we are watching a real director give advice, an authenticity stemming partly from the fact that Lowell Sherman, like Welles, Huston, and von Stroheim, both acted in and directed Hollywood films. Among Sherman’s directing credits were She Done Him Wrong (1933, Paramount) with Mae West, Morning Glory (1933, RKO) with Katharine Hepburn, and Broadway Through a Keyhole (1933, 20th Century Fox).


    Despite Max’s best efforts, the performance continues to be unacceptable, and he tells a crew member that he’s going to need another actress. “I wasn’t very good, was I?” Mary agrees. The final scene has Mary clocking out and exiting the studio turnstile an emblematic revolving door image that evokes the cyclical disposal of would-be talent and the recurrent collapse of many Hollywood dreams.


    Back at her boarding house by way of a dissolve, Mary feigns success for the landlady, who advises her not to sign a studio contract because she “might do better freelancing.” Climbing the steps, she stops to consider the advice Max gave her about the bungled scene, which she now practices over and over again. By coupling her repetition of the Buzzy line and of Carey’s advice with repeated close-ups of her feet running up and down the steps, Cukor deftly elides time and brings us to a final triumphant shot of Bennett gracefully descending the stairs, tossing off the dialogue, and aiming a glaringly intense stare toward the unseen body. A multi-layered scene, where a good actress portrays a bad actress transformed into a good actress, it is the kind of bravura performance that “woman’s director” Cukor was famous for eliciting from his female stars.


    In less screen time than it took for Mary to finesse a studio audition, her break is now realized. With James the servant acting on the phone as intermediary, Mary informs Max that she has mastered the part and asks for a second chance. He communicates his agreement with an off-screen yodel.


    A close-up call sheet insert (another print artifact of real Hollywood) indicates that Mary has been added to the cast. Wandering around the studio after she has filmed her scene, she stumbles into a screening room, where Julius Saxe, Max Carey, and various department reps are watching dailies. She causes such a disruption that Saxe, unaware who she is, has her ejected from the theater (Janet Gaynor and Judy Garland also will clumsily interrupt studio dailies in their A Star Is Born roles). When Mary’s scene appears on the reel, Saxe is smitten with her performance and immediately decides to give her the full studio treatment. Seven-year contract. Publicity campaign as “America’s pal.” Starring roles. Full attention from the department technicians. “I’m in pictures,” Mary marvels as it all begins to register. “Well don’t blame me,” cynically responds Max, who through all the uproar has been slouched down in his seat, smoking calmly and reminding Saxe that it was the director and not the producer who “discovered” this new talent. For Saxe, this is an opportunity to tell Max that he used to be years ahead of other directors but that he is losing his edge. The constant retakes and schedule delays are all because of whiskey. What pictures need then, responds Max, are “light wine and beer.”


    In reality, there is nothing all that striking about Mary’s performance. It is not like the scene in Cukor’s A Star Is Born where James Mason watches Judy Garland sing in an after-hours nightclub and we can share his excitement over her amazing talent. Mary’s “discovery” is more about chance and about the studio system’s ability to take a pleasant-looking cipher and build a product around it. As David Thomson observes in Showman: The Life of David O. Selznick, “Bennett is an empty beauty; she is skin and cosmetics turned into glossy armour” (pages 135-136).


    Mary’s subsequent rise to stardom is revealed in the first of several montages that Slavko Vorkapich specially designed for the film. A Serbian-born painter and filmmaker, Vorkapich co-directed the short experimental films The Life and Death of 9413: A Hollywood Extra (1928) with Robert Florey and Forest Murmurs (1947) with John Hoffman. He also created the special effects montage sequences for films, such as Viva Villa (1934, MGM, directed by Jack Conway), San Francisco (1936, MGM, directed by W.S. Van Dyke), Three Comrades (1938, MGM, directed by Frank Borzage), and Meet John Doe (1941, Capra Productions, directed by Frank Capra). In this sequence, a close-up of Mary’s face is superimposed with stars and fireworks. A tiny background figure of Mary slowly widens to fill the foreground and disappear off frame. Behind her a large star burns in increasing brightness. Over all of this are theater marquees advertising her pictures Love’s Holiday, Revenge is Sweet, Playing Around. Finally, a last superimposition brings multiple split images of clapping hands and more fireworks. A slow fade-out concludes her transition to fame. The star is born.


    The Brown Derby scene was structured to suggest Max and Mary as intended love interests, but the real meet-cute romance begins at the Santa Barbara Polo Field. It always comes as a jolt in Hollywood films of the 1930s and 1940s to suddenly shift the action outside for a scene shot in daylight at a real location. Gone are the atmospheric shadows and deep tonal contrasts of the studio, and in their place a flat, almost glaring brightness. A different reality, an x-ray-like sensitivity, seems to intrude, exposing the characters to harsher examination as they interact with more mundane challenges and personalities. Such is the case here. On location for a film and now an established star, Mary seems rather peevish and spoiled. She reacts angrily upon hearing that one of the wealthy society polo players she is watching has announced that he is “fed up with Hollywood blondes.” When he accidentally strikes her with a polo ball (a variation on a favorite introductory device of classic Hollywood cinema: the accidental meeting of hostile romantic opposites), she strides across the field to publicly berate him. The player introduces himself as Lonnie Borden (Neil Hamilton), urges her to hit him back, which upon a dare she does, and then invites her to dinner. Like a child recovering from a tantrum, she continues to add expensive demands and conditions concerning menu, location, and entertainment to the dinner invitation. Borden agrees to each of them. “By midnight you’ll have forgiven me,” he predicts. “By midnight I’ll have forgotten you,” she counters.


    During her tirade, Mary shouts directions at her black maid. “Bonita, bring me a cigarette,” she commands with the same regal haughtiness that Mae West invokes with her famous “Beulah, peel me a grape” line from I’m No Angel (1933, Paramount, directed by Wesley Ruggles). There is an uncomfortable, not so subtle, racism in What Price Hollywood?, as revealed in the treatment of Carey’s servant and Mary’s maid. James (Eddie Anderson) speaks with an exaggerated dialect and filches Max’s liquor. Bonita (Louise Beavers) is easily excitable and in need of constant supervision. On one level, the treatment is simply representative of the pervasive racist stereotyping in most Hollywood films of the era, and on another level, the characterizations further manifest attitudes in this particular director and actress Max’s casual cynicism and Mary’s controlling egoism.


    Mary’s less than likable side continues for a while longer. As the food grows cold and the orchestra members grow restless, Lonnie Borden waits futilely for her to arrive at the lavish private dinner he has arranged at her hotel. Finally she sends a note: “You know what you can do with your dinner eat it.” The message is signed “Just another Hollywood blonde.” Enraged by such bad manners, Borden breaks into her hotel room and carries her kicking, screaming, and dressed in bed clothes to the dinner, where he force feeds her caviar and directs the orchestra to play the funeral march she has sarcastically requested.


    As expected, by the end of the evening they have fallen for each other, with Mary declaring she has “never had such a divine dinner.” Because the film is more about Hollywood than romance, their courtship moves rapidly. Fade-out on the couple dancing in the hotel dining room, and then fade-in on her showing her engagement ring to Julius, who immediately sees publicity potential in a society wedding to a handsome millionaire.


    Neil Hamilton is a curious choice for the love interest. Beginning his career as a shirt model for magazine ads, he brought a similarly well-groomed yet somewhat stiff look to his film roles. He appeared in the original silent Beau Geste (1926, Paramount, directed by Herbert Brenon) and the original Dawn Patrol (1930, First National, directed by Howard Hawks). Often playing prissy socialites, such as Harry Holt in the 1932 and 1934 Tarzan movies, he worked mostly in low-budget productions during the 1940s and 1950s before a late-career resurgence as Police Commissioner Gordon in the ABC television series Batman (1966-1968). For Since You Went Away (1944, Selznick International Pictures, directed by John Cromwell) he is seen in a picture frame as Claudette Colbert’s absent wartime husband, a disembodied image of domestic bliss. Lonnie Borden represents a similar kind of stability for Mary, a refined and sophisticated patrician among the parvenu glitterati of Hollywood.


    Max is much less thrilled than Saxe about the impending marriage. “It’ll never last,” he announces. “What won’t last?” asks Lonnie. “A movie star’s marriage and my liver,” replies Carey. The reason behind Max’s opposition is not readily apparent. So strong is his contempt for Hollywood that he could not possibly be worried that Mary’s marriage might negatively affect box office. Neither does he like Borden enough to be concerned that it is the husband who might get hurt by this union. What is much more likely is that Max has his own suppressed love for Mary, a romantic possibility that the film seemed at first to suggest and that would make the eventual decline that she witnesses even more painful for Max to bear. The von Sternberg/Dietrich-like symbiosis between Max and Mary keeps him motivated, and Lonnie is clearly a threat.


    The wedding is a staged event resembling the Grauman’s Chinese premiere. “Produced” by Saxe, it is held at the First Methodist Church of Beverly Hills (another of the film’s authentic locations) and covered extensively by the press. As Cukor’s camera tilts down off the church’s exterior facade, the wedding party, in which both Saxe and Carey seem to act like fathers of the bride, starts to descend the steps. A large newsreel camera dominates the right side of the frame, and a crowd of onlookers surges behind the security ropes. When Mary follows Saxe’s instruction to “throw the flowers to your fans,” the mob goes wild. Cukor cuts rapidly between multiple shots of grasping hands and shouting faces. People rush forward directly into the camera. The compositions are tight medium shots and close-ups that fill the frame and convey constricted space. Mary is assaulted, her veil ripped from her face, and she must be escorted back inside the church. For Saxe, however, the melee is a wonderful sign of her popularity. “We broke all the house records for this church,” he exclaims as if reviewing a sellout theater performance. But the role of the crowd is darker than the punch line indicates. As it will in A Star Is Born, the crowd represents the hysteria underlying Hollywood’s energy and the unpredictability of media-controlled public opinion. The intrusions into Mary’s personal life will start to become more virulent, foreshadowed here by the newspaper photographer, who pushes open the church window and snaps a photo of Borden embracing her.


    The strain that the marriage will endure is also telegraphed when Saxe tells the couple that they will need to postpone their honeymoon for retakes on Mary’s latest picture. “Dahling,” he tells her, “release dates are not waiting on honeymoons.” In a clear sign that their lives have become fodder for public titillation, a newspaper headline proclaims, “Mary, Lonnie Lose Honeymoon.” Then, as the narrative again speculates on Max’s true feelings, the “You Ask Me!” insert asks, “Was Max Carey burned up over the marriage of his favorite star to an eastern millionaire?”


    Mary’s return to the studio allows Cukor (who will sign the first of several long-term MGM contracts the following year) to show what the world of moviemaking means to her and to him. Like MGM house colleagues Vincente Minnelli, Clarence Brown, and Mervyn LeRoy, Cukor concentrated on mise-en-scène to fashion a personal style. In contrast to the spacious uncluttered sets of Max’s and Mary’s homes, Cukor fills the studio shots with objects, equipment, and movement. Show business is a whirl of activity with visual details that occupy every inch of Cukor’s frame. As the filming of Mary’s cabaret scene opens, crew members pass across the foreground, middle ground, and background of the image. She, in chanteuse costume, is mid-center, attended to by Bonita and technicians. A piano cuts into the left side of the frame and a large light stand lines the right side. Nightclub tables ringed with guests in evening clothes spread out in front of the stage on which she stands. Cukor cuts to a light operator and then to a sound machine. Layered off-screen voices rise audibly on the soundtrack. Finally, an assistant director calls out the familiar “Quiet everybody, this is a take,” and Bennett (in surprisingly good French) begins to sing “Je Vous Aime.”


    We experience the scene as it is being shot. Only Bennett’s back is visible as Max and his camera dolly forward toward her and toward us. In a cut to a side angle, Max’s camera is on the right and Mary continues to perform in an angled long shot. While she finishes the song, Cukor intercuts medium close-ups of her playing to the crowd and shots of the microphone boom, the microphone itself, the sound booth operator adjusting controls, and technicians observing from the scaffolding overhead. Also intercut are reaction shots of Lonnie waiting on the set and watching his wife perform. Upon the conclusion of her song, Max claims it would have been better if she’d “forget about [her] husband” for a while. By way of demonstration, he acts out the performance he wants, but she ignores him to chat with Borden, insubordination that angers Max and leads to an argument between all three and to her abrupt exit from the set. Exceptionally well-directed, the sequence captures the studio’s creative chaos and anticipates the even more striking visual distinction between on-stage and off-stage behavior that Cukor will draw in his 1954 version of A Star Is Born.


    The “You Ask Me!” column that follows the studio incident has upped its level of vitriol. “What director who discovered a famous blonde star,” it asks, “had a little argument with her brand new husband when he visited the set? And why?” The source seems to be a jealous insider actively trying to sow discord and to damage relationships, an example of the ruthlessness that the film catalogues as part of its alleged critique of Hollywood. Tensions continue when the action shifts to a story conference at Mary’s house. Present are Mary, Lonnie, Bonita, Julius, Max, and a team of writers.


    In a long shot, Saxe strolls around the edge of an on-location swimming pool, where the group has gathered to discuss ideas. A cut on movement takes him to a badly matched studio set. “If you cannot tell it in fifty words, it’s not a good story,” Saxe declares in rejecting alternatives to the film he is pitching. Neither Mary nor Max wants to make that film. “I don’t think I should have a baby in every picture,” she protests. In a witty pre-Production Code retort, Saxe answers, “Well, Mary, this baby is different. You are getting married first.” Similarly unimpressed with the story, Max tells Saxe that if he makes “one more mythical kingdom” movie, he is going to become “a mythical producer.” Each time that Lonnie offers an opinion, he is quickly dismissed by either Saxe or Carey. “What does he know about pictures?” Saxe says when Lonnie agrees with his wife’s critique. Even a simple suggestion that she sit in the sun is ridiculed by Max, who claims knowingly that “her skin can’t take the sun.” Nothing is resolved and the conversation ends comically as Bonita “auditions” for Max by singing “All of Me” and he pulls her into the pool.


    Interior spaces (Max’s living room, Mary’s hotel room) are reserved for personal intimacy, and that’s where she retreats to study her Emily Post manual so that she can better fit into Lonnie’s world. Class differences between them, emphasized by contrasting accents, vocabulary, clothing, and gesture, will continue to generate problems. After Mary agrees that her house is a bit too ostentatious, he tells her it doesn’t really matter because only studio people ever see it. In defense, she argues that her friends are “kind and human” and “not so doggone superior” as his society acquaintances. Moving even deeper into the protected interior (like the wedding day escape into the church’s private chambers), she runs to their bedroom, where Lonnie eventually apologizes and she promises, “You won’t be ashamed of me.”


    Just as the wedding was tarnished by the cancelled honeymoon, this reconciliation is immediately disrupted by the arrival of a gossip columnist, whose interview request Mary feels obliged to fulfill. Instead of “playing tennis with the Reinharts,” Lonnie is dragged to the interview, where the prying female writer asks a series of increasingly tawdry questions, such as whether they share a “blind, passionate, oomph kind of love” and whether they have “separate bedrooms.” When the columnist asks for a photo of his “magnificent physique,” Lonnie stalks off, telling her instead to take a picture of his “appendix in a bottle.”


    The narrative seems to be making a case for Lonnie to abandon the marriage. He has been stripped of his privacy, referred to as Mr. Evans, denied his personal interests, insulted by Mary’s friends, and cut off from his usual social contacts. However, having seen Mary’s hard work, humor, and sense of fairness, the viewer continues to identify with her in light of Borden’s snobbishness. Besides, Cukor’s exuberant, deep focus compositions have made her studio world appear much more interesting and exciting than social engagements with the Reinharts.


    While the film grows darker with turmoil between Mary and Lonnie, so too does the attitude toward Max’s drinking turn more serious. Up to now, Carey has been portrayed as a mostly comic figure, a hard-drinking but competent professional who, like Nick Charles in The Thin Man series, navigates his privileged life with a constant buzz and a rapier wit. Julius Saxe is one among several, however, growing tired of Max’s antics. In response to Max’s latest weeklong bender and absence from his picture, Saxe has decided to fire the director. “It will break his heart if you do,” argues Mary, “and if I don’t” answers Saxe, “it’ll break my heart. And my pocketbook.” Despite Saxe’s opposition, she is determined to search through Hollywood’s seedier locales until she finds her friend and mentor.


    The collapse of Mary’s marriage and the collapse of Max’s career, documented in detail by the gossip column, proceed swiftly now along the same narrative arc. “Hollywood is laying bets on where a certain blonde star will find her errant director,” reads the “You Ask Me!” copy. “The young lady has spent the past two days unsuccessfully combing the speakeasies and dives of Los Angeles.” Lonnie reads the column while lying in bed and angrily tosses it onto the floor. “You might think of me and appearances,” he admonishes her. Although she tries to placate him, she insists on supporting Max and vows, “I’m not going to let him down.” As if on cue, Carey stumbles into their backyard and calls out the yodel which has served as in-joke and bond between them.


    Squeezing some last laughs out of Max’s drunkenness, Cukor works out a physical gag involving lighted matches. In close-up, Max lights a cigarette, glances to his right, and does his standard double-take, while the camera tracks out to reveal him in direct eye-line proximity to the naked buttock of a garden statue. When Lonnie and Mary refuse to let him in, he sets fire to the newspaper (perhaps containing the “You Ask Me!” column) in his coat pocket and threatens to burn the house down. Admitted inside and put to bed momentarily by Bonita, Max awakens and intrudes on the intimate space of the bedroom to try to give some inebriated “advice” to both Mary and Lonnie. The column, the intrusion, the intoxication are all too much for Lonnie, who storms into the bathroom and dresses to leave. “I’m going as far away from Hollywood and all its inmates as I can get,” he announces. In one of the Hollywood critiques the film simultaneously delivers and undermines (since it comes from someone even Mary has dismissed as a “stuffed shirt”), Lonnie angrily tells his wife, “You live in a world where people are cheap and vulgar without even knowing it.” Misfit Max and loyal Mary are left to each other, yet there is no screwball comedy triumph to it. “What out of work director,” taunts the Greek chorus columnist, “is still hanging around the set of the star whose separation he is said to have caused?”


    In keeping with the downbeat tonal shift the film has taken, the subsequent studio scene that Mary is seen filming is a somber one. She walks down an empty city street at night. Rain machines generate a storm. She stops before an iron fence and slumps forlornly to the pavement. The replacement director calls, “cut.” As the news column reported, an unemployed, not so perfectly dressed, Max waits off-set to hand her a cup of hot coffee. Adding to the gloom is Saxe’s continuing refusal to reinstate Max and a telegram from Lonnie indicating that his divorce from Mary has been finalized. “I am no longer Mr. Mary Evans,” he adds pointedly. When Saxe tries to comfort her, she reveals that she is pregnant and due to have her child in just a few months. Slow fade-out.


    A close-up magazine insert signals that a year has passed and that the press is upset with Mary for not letting her young son be photographed. “Is America’s pal becoming ‘high hat’?” the headline asks. Assisted by Bonita, a butler, and a nanny for her cherubic blond son, Jackie, she lives now in a large airy mansion the kind of ornate mise-en-scène that Cukor is so good at. There is a grand piano, mirrors, large vases of flowers, and lots of space between the furnishings. It’s Easter and, with Max absent for over three months, there is a possibility of rebirth and renewal. Mary and her son are gathering Easter eggs while Saxey looks on as a surrogate grandfather. Even Lonnie hints at reconciliation by sending a pleasant note and a pet rabbit for Jackie. But the tranquility is short-lived; an attorney calls to say that Max is in jail and, despite Saxe’s warning that the public will mistake loyal friendship for sordid romance, Mary leaves to bail him out. In striking contrast to the brightness and openness of her home, Cukor uses the jail’s shadows and confinement to foretell Max’s final downfall.


    The cell is dark and crowded. With rumpled clothing and several days’ worth of beard, Max looks heavy and dirty next to Mary in her tight white evening gown and fur wrap. He averts his eyes as they stand close together in the jail’s tight waiting area.


    Back home, Mary puts Max to bed in a dimly lit guest bedroom. She is gentle and solicitous with him. “Now how do you feel, darling?” she asks after she and the butler have eased him under the covers. “You mustn’t be unhappy over a man who doesn’t exist anymore,” he advises her. He is straightforward and honest about his demise. “I’m burned out…and dead inside,” he continues. Neither blaming nor disparaging the studios, he admits that he alone has chosen to drink and is solely responsible for his alcoholism. He alone has depleted his talent; Hollywood has not siphoned it from him. “I’m washed up in pictures…it’s all gone in here,” he concludes, pointing to his heart.


    As Mary turns to leave the room, Max briefly calls her back. “I just wanted to hear you speak again that’s all,” he says. It’s a classic line, a variation of which will appear in every one of the A Star Is Born films. Laced with longing and regret, it carries an overtone of doom in its measured assessment of a future that does not exist.


    After she departs, Max gets out of bed and pours himself a drink in an adjoining sitting room. The interior is webbed with shadows that have lingered since the jail scene. Picking up a cigarette, he looks in a desk drawer for matches but finds a gun instead. Still in search of a match, he pauses at a mirror and looks closely at the wrinkled and puffy face staring back at him from the darkness. Below the mirror is a framed photo of Max, handsome and debonair at the height of his success. The contrast too much to bear, he turns the frame over, returns to the desk and retrieves the gun from the drawer.


    Max’s suicide is occasion for another memorable Vorkapich montage. A close-up of Max’s haggard face is superimposed with the undulating concentric waves of a pinwheel and shots of him sipping champagne in a tuxedo. Slant angled images of the jail cell bars are layered in, and a buzzing noise, which Cukor biographer Emanuel Levy describes as “achieved by attaching a string inside a cigar box and spinning it around” (page 61), rises steadily in volume. Max’s eyes shift to screen right, followed by a close-up of his feet in slippers that are also moving to the right of the frame. In close-up, his hand reaches into the desk drawer, pulls out the gun, and presses it to his chest. The whirring noise, like an angry fly trapped in a bottle, reaches a crescendo until broken by the sound of a fired bullet. A low angle full frame image of his body falls forward in slow motion; several shots of his past life are rapidly superimposed up until the moment he crashes to the floor.


    In an adjoining room, Mary hears the gunshot and bursts inside actress discovering corpse in the exact frozen moment of shock that Max had rehearsed so
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      The original Brown Derby Restaurant is one of many real Hollywood locations used by Cukor.
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      William Wellman (standing) directs Fredric March (far left) and Janet Gaynor in a scene from A Star is Born.
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      At the happily optimistic start of production, Judy Garland links arms with husband Sid Luft (left) and studio boss Jack Warner. Director George Cukor stands next to Warner.
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      Barbra Streisand saw the Esther Hoffman role as an opportunity to play a young, hip, independent and powerful female character.
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      Love of moviemaking conquers all.
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