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  Introduction


  John Huston was one of the last of that breed of second generation film directors—those who followed the pioneers—whose body of work continues to entrance audiences and influence aspiring directors all over the world.


  A recipient of the American Film Institute’s Life Achievement Award for a career that has “stood the test of time,” Huston, throughout his lifetime, remained what he had always been: a globe-trotting maverick who preferred to live and work away from Hollywood. For the most part, he was able to choose his own material even if he had to wait years to get it made—as was the case with The Man Who Would Be King (1975), a long-cherished project he’d once hoped to star Humphrey Bogart and Clark Gable. His last film, The Dead, garnered him the kind of critical accolades one usually associates with the debut of a promising beginner.


  Poet, painter, prizefighter, gambler, bullfighter, soldier, filmmaker: Huston was all of these. And he imbued his work with echoes of all his various lives. To watch a John Huston film is to gain an insight into the mind and make-up of the man himself. Huston’s films, no matter how disparate their subject matter, are unified not so much by a unique style as by a distinct way of looking at the world. In his autobiography, he writes of his early years as a down-and-out screenwriter suffering from a malaise called bad luck: “The sources of bad luck reside in the unconscious. We inflict it on ourselves as a kind of self-punishment. At the time, I only thought of myself as unlucky—under a dark cloud—but that fuming dark cloud undoubtedly emanated from my own spirit.”


  One can see in this early self-description the not so vague outlines of such future Huston protagonists as Sam Spade (Humphrey Bogart) in The Maltese Falcon (1941), Fred C. Dobbs (Humphrey Bogart) in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948), Henry Fleming (Audie Murphy) in The Red Badge of Courage (1951), Toulouse Lautrec (Jose Ferrer) in Moulin Rouge (1953), as well as many others. Each is his own worst enemy, and his struggle to defeat that enemy, which is the core of each film, ends, as often as not, unsuccessfully.


  In The Maltese Falcon, for example, Spade’s amatory weakness for the conniving, murderous Brigid O’Shaughnessy (Mary Astor) almost causes him to sink to her moral level, but he manages to rise above these impulses by finding a higher duty, and turns her over to the police instead. “When a man’s partner is killed,” he tells her, “he’s supposed to do something about it. It doesn’t make any difference what you thought about him. He was your partner and you’re supposed to do something about it.”


  The same is true of Henry Fleming in Red Badge, who, fearing that he’s a coward, at first surrenders to that fear, then finally overcomes it through sheer force of will. Fred C. Dobbs on the other hand allows his greed and paranoia to get the best of him and is murdered by the Mexican bandit, Gold Hat (Alphonso Bedoya); while Toulouse- Lautrec succumbs to self-loathing over his dwarfish appearance and bitterly spurns the woman (Suzanne Flon) who loves him, thereby throwing away a chance for happiness.


  The fact that not a few Huston protagonists are defeated by the dark clouds they carry with them has led to a critical misreading of Huston’s work as basically pessimistic. Huston himself denied this. “I certainly don’t know what the point of life is,” he said, “but I don’t indulge in depression. I think I see the world very clearly, though.” Huston’s films tend to bear him out—even so seemingly atypical a subject as Annie (1982), the director’s only musical, which embraces Huston’s statement as its basic theme. Interestingly, the latter part of his statement is also an apt description of the Huston style, which is a straightforward, eye-level approach to filmmaking that seldom goes in fanciness or for obfuscation.


  Huston liked to throw his heroes and heroines into adventures where they must act instinctively and with an almost reckless abandon—just to see how they’ll come out. Invariably, those characters who lose their moral bearings or their lives do so because they give into self-deception or some other crippling inner malaise. Quite simply, they fail to come to terms with the real-life stakes they’re actually playing for. In Sierra Madre, for example, the issue at hand is not the gold, but rather the possibility of an aimless, wasted life spent in its pursuit. Dobbs’ obsession with the gold leads to his death. His life is wasted. But his partners, Curtin (Tim Holt) and Howard (Walter Huston), come through the adventure winners. Albeit broke, they are alive and have finally achieved something more important than gold: a sense of purpose and direction. Howard returns to the Indian village where he is held in high esteem as a doctor, while Curtin sets off to make a life with the widow of Cody (Bruce Bennett), another gold hunter who’d been killed by Mexican bandits while trying to horn in on the trio’s claim. This is scarcely the viewpoint of a total pessimist, and this positive outlook crops up in one Huston film after another.


  In The African Queen (1953), Charlie Alnutt (Humphrey Bogart) and priggish spinster Rosie Sayer (Katherine Hepburn) are not really playing for the German gunship they’ve set out to sink, but rather for each other’s love and respect—which they come to realize in the desperate moments following the apparent failure of their patriotic mission. Sentenced to be executed, they insist that the captain marry them. He does just as the Queen blows up and sinks the gunship after all—surely one of the happiest of all Huston endings.


  Conversely, in Huston’s variation on The African Queen, the 1957 Heaven Knows, Mr. Allison, shipwrecked marine Robert Mitchum and stranded nun Deborah Kerr find out they are not playing for each other’s love, nor even for their own survival against the Japanese, but for affirmation of their commitment to the respective paths they have chosen in life—the Marines in Allison’s case, the Church in Sister Angela’s. Through exposure to one another’s strengths and weaknesses, they each come to that realization and achieve their mutual goal. If Heaven Knows, Mr. Allison can be said to end at all unhappily, it is because Huston denies our wish to have these two appealing people get together the way Charlie and Rosie do. But such an ending would have been false—as false as having Charlie and Rosie spurn each other at the end of The African Queen—and not at all consistent with the film’s carefully developed theme. Though not much heralded as a major Huston work. Heaven Knows, Mr. Allison remained a personal favorite of the director.


  Daniel Dravot (Sean Connery) in The Man Who Would Be King (1975) starts out knowing exactly what he’s playing for: kingship of the benighted country of Kafiristan, which has been without a royal ruler since Alexander the Great departed many centuries before. Through guile, derring-do, and not a little luck, he becomes king. But as he and his partner, Peachy (Michael Caine), wait out the monsoon season so that they can make off with the royal riches, Danny falls victim to his own publicity and deceives himself into believing that he really is a king, and even a god. When his subjects discover their god/king to be all too human after all, Danny is summarily executed for his blasphemy and Peachy is tortured and left to die.


  Though Danny loses in the end due to his own weakness, we can’t help but admire him. Facing death courageously, his only concern is that Peachy forgive him for developing a swelled head and blowing their successful scam. Though Huston faults the weakness that defeated Danny, he does not disdain Danny himself. Danny is not Fred C. Dobbs. There is a size to him. And the story of his unhappy fall is the stuff from which legends are made.


  Captain Ahab (Gregory Peck) in Moby Dick (1956) is perhaps the most majestic example of a Huston character who is consumed by the dark clouds emanating from his own spirit. Like Dravot, Ahab has stature. There is even greatness in him. His charting of whale migrations and feeding grounds throughout all the oceans of the world is a marvel. “I’ve never seen the like!” whispers his astonished first mate, Starbuck (Leo Genn), when Ahab shows it to him. Yet the chart’s real purpose is to allow Ahab to track and kill the white whale that claimed his leg. His motivation is one of revenge—against a dumb brute that acted only out of instinct.


  To the megalomaniacal Ahab, however, Moby Dick has become something more than just a whale. “It is the face behind the mask I seek,” he says. “The malignant thing that mauls and mutilates our race.” Ahab knows the stakes he’s playing for—his own soul. For to him, Moby Dick represents the deity, and his pursuit of it is a blasphemous challenge to God’s power over mortal men. “I’d strike the sun if it insulted me!” he rages full of pride. By harpooning Moby Dick, he hopes to strike a fatal blow against God Himself.


  Ahab’s defeat resides in himself, but, like Dravot, there is a sense of grandeur about his fall. It is certainly most spectacular. Lashing himself to the whale’s side, he strikes at it with venom until he drowns—a conclusion, it should be noted, that is not in Melville’s book.


  What it takes to win and what it takes to lose. Huston knew his subject well. For throughout his life, he experienced all the highs and lows of which a career in films is capable. He earned and squandered fortunes. To make his films his way, he was forced into many a pitched fight with unsympathetic studio heads and producers, not a few of whom bested him in the end by savaging one of his pet projects prior to its release—for example, The Red Badge of Courage. Some of his lesser films have received excellent notices and big box office returns, while more personal projects—like Moby Dick—received many damning ones and/or little public acceptance, at least at the time of their original release.


  Huston has been the subject of near deification as both man and artist, in James Agee’s legendary 1950 profile of him in Life magazine, as well as pilloried, and parodied, in Peter Viertel’s White Hunter, Black Heart, a scathing roman a clef about the shooting of The African Queen. Yet despite all this, he remains a Hollywood legend in terms of reputation.


  There was also a bit of the ham in John Huston. This is not surprising in that theatre ran in his blood. His father, the celebrated stage and screen actor Walter Huston, took the younger Huston on the road with him in vaudeville, where the boy made his stage debut at the age of three. After he became a director, he made frequent cameo appearances in his own films a la Alfred Hitchcock, but never thought seriously about embarking on a second career before the cameras until 1963 when he accepted a major role in Otto Preminger’s The Cardinal as a lark. He received an Academy Award nomination for his work, and there was no looking back after that. Up to his death, he was in as much demand as a character actor—and as a voice for TV commercials and documentaries—as he was as a director.


  Despite having turned in such memorable portrayals as that of the degenerate land grabber Noah Cross in Roman Polanski’s Chinatown (1974), Huston tended to deride his work as an actor. “I don’t take that part of my life seriously,” he said. “Each episode has been a lark—and they pay me to do it!”


  Huston, of course, was equally modest about his body of work as a director, insisting that he was “only eclectic” and that he saw each picture he made as totally different from any other. “I’m a shallow soul, actually,” he offered, “who likes variety.”


  Huston may very well have liked variety—boredom, he said, was a feeling that terrified him (a terror, incidentally, that he shared with many of the characters in his films)—but as the following pages will demonstrate, the cinema of John Huston is scarcely that of a shallow soul.


  I.


  The Screenwriting Years


  John Marcellus Huston, the only son of Walter and Rhea Gore Huston, was born in the small border town of Nevada, Missouri, on August 5, 1906. His Toronto-born father was an aspiring actor and vaudevillian whose career at the time seemed to be going nowhere. To pay the bills and keep food on the table, he was working as an electrical engineer, a job he would continue to pursue without enthusiasm over the next several years. His wife, a successful, former New York City news reporter, had meanwhile given up her own career to be with him and to take care of young John. The strain showed on both sides, and in 1909 the pair separated for good when Walter Huston met an aspiring dancer named Bayonne Whipple and teamed with her for another shot at the vaudeville circuit. Over the next few years, they toured the country as a song-and-dance team and were eventually married in 1913. Rhea Gore Huston returned to her newspaper career, eventually remarried as well, and settled in California. It was she who got custody of their son.


  Throughout his formative years, John Huston continually shuttled back and forth between both of his parents, receiving his taste for the theatre from his father and his taste for the good life from his mother, an inveterate gambler and horse player who insisted on staying in only the best hotels while on assignment for her newspaper. It’s safe to say that Huston probably developed his celebrated wanderlust from each of his parents during this time.


  On occasion, Huston’s mother would place the boy in a private school when she or her ex-husband couldn’t afford to take him on the road with them. During one of these stays, the then twelve-year-old Huston fell ill and was diagnosed as suffering from an enlarged heart and kidney problems which threatened his life. Confined to bed, he spent much of his time reading and developed a thirst for books that his whole life. (Huston said he read between three and four books a week.)


  Much of what Huston read during this dire period in his life would have a significant impact on him and on the world in the years to come. Huston always chose to adapt his films from other sources—The Barbarian and the Geisha (1958), The Misfits (1961), Freud (1963), The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean (1972), Phobia (1980) and Victory (1981) remain the few exceptions to this rule. Many of his best known films, he said, had their genesis when he read the original work as a sickly youth or as a young man. This may be why so many of his films—particularly the early ones—were drawn from detective or adventure novels; these are the genres that appeal most to young readers, particularly males. This is certainly true of The Red Badge of Courage (1951) and The Man Who Would Be King (1975), both of which Huston claimed to have read twenty or thirty years before he actually came to film them. It may also be true of Moby Dick (1956) as well, though Huston brands anyone who claims to have read that difficult book as a youth to be a liar. Which is probably true. I know that in my case, I tried to read it around age twelve after seeing Huston’s remarkable film version, but quickly gave up in frustration. Fifteen years later, 1 finally met with success, however, and completed the book. Heresy of heresies though, I prefer the Huston film!


  Huston no doubt acquired his interest in writing during this same period. Most bookworms do sooner or later take a stab at writing themselves. Huston, however, would not try his hand at it seriously for a number of years to come.


  Equally significant about this time, however, is the oft-told tale about how the invalid Huston would sneak out of his room at night and go swimming in the icy river near the sanitarium where he was convalescing. Once in the water, he would be carried by the current to the edge of a steep waterfall, then plunge over. Night after night, he continued to sneak out and “ride the waterfall” until a suspicious sanitarium employee caught and reported him. Re-diagnosed, he was pronounced healthy and thereafter rejoined the land of the living with a vengeance.


  The tale is not apocryphal. Huston actually did it—not just to test his strength, which everyone was convinced was failing, but to test his courage by challenging the unfair hand he felt that fate had dealt him. “The first few times [I did it],” he wrote in his autobiography, “it scared the living hell out of me. But I realized—instinctively, anyhow—it was exactly fear I had to get over.” Huston remained convinced that had he not recklessly tested himself in such a manner, he would have died in bed inside of a few months.


  The significance of this incident to his later work is that it marked Huston’s first brush with “bad luck”—that “dark fuming cloud” which he came to believe was his, indeed mankind’s, greatest foe—one that might have finished him off for good. It would certainly have been easier for him to have accepted the doctors’ diagnosis, languished in bed, and allowed his illness to run its inevitable unlucky course. But he didn’t because, instinctively, he sensed in himself the ability to change that outcome. As Rosie Sayer says in The African Queen, “Nature, Mr. Alnutt, is what we are put in this world to rise above.” Which is precisely what Huston did. He not only challenged his own nature and its leanings toward fear and giving up, but nature itself: the waterfall, and he overcame both.


  Evolving out of this incident is a portrait of the future Huston hero—and heroine, too—a portrait that would reach the screen full-blown beginning with The Maltese Falcon in 1941. It is a portrait that will reappear, acquiring various other nuances and shadings, in virtually all of the director’s films to come. To the twelve-year-old Huston that confrontation with fate, as symbolized by the waterfall, must have seemed monumental indeed—and not at all dissimilar to Henry Fleming’s brush with cowardice, or to Captain Ahab’s final moment of truth when he stares into the jaws of the white whale.


  Several years after this incident, Huston left school permanently to pursue a boxing career in California. By the time he was eighteen, he had won a reported twenty-three out of twenty-five amateur fights on the circuit and earned for himself the title of Amateur Lightweight Boxing Champion of California. When he broke his nose in the ring, he left boxing for good, though he never stopped being a fan and returned to the sport in some of his earliest published short stories as well as in his vivid 1972 film Fat City. The film was set in Stockton, one of the small California towns Huston had actually fought in and featured a number of former Huston cronies from that period as extras.


  While the younger Huston was still flailing about in search of an appropriate course to chart in life, the elder Huston’s acting career had started taking off. Walter Huston had since left the vaudeville circuit for the Great White Way, achieving a notable success in the 1924 Broadway premiere of Eugene O’Neill’s controversial play Desire Under the Elms. John rejoined his father in New York, and, exposed once more to the beguiling world of the theatre, decided to pursue an acting career himself. He also married for the first time.


  Meeting with only limited success on the boards, and beset once more by wanderlust, Huston abandoned the stage in his early twenties to join the Mexican cavalry, a career move that also brought the curtain down on his marriage. For the next two years, Huston served as a lieutenant, headquartered in Mexico City. He whiled away his spare time drawing pictures of horses and even took his first stab at writing a play (for puppets) called Frankie and Johnnie. It was staged by his friend Sam Jaffe in New York in 1929 and published a year later in book form by Boni & Liveright. While in the cavalry, Huston also began writing short stories, the first of which, “Fool,” was a semi-autobiographical opus set in a boxing milieu. The story came to the attention of H.L. Mencken at The American Mercury magazine and was published in 1929.


  Flushed with this success, Huston returned to the United States to pursue writing full-time, but didn’t sell another story to Mencken until 1931. Titled “Figures of Fighting Men,” it too had a boxing background. To help his son out during these lean years, Walter Huston, then in Hollywood, got the young man a day’s work as an extra in a Paramount two-reeler called Two Americans (1929), an early talkie vignette in which Huston senior played the dual roles of Abraham Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant. A year later the elder Huston played the part of the Great Emancipator once more in D.W. Griffith’s talkie debut, Abraham Lincoln (1930).


  Still committed to a writing career, John Huston returned to Hollywood in 1930 to go to work for Samuel Goldwyn. But the relationship proved short-lived when Goldwyn failed to endorse any of Huston’s projects. These included an adaptation of Wilkie Collins’ Victorian detective novel The Moonstone, as well as a film version of Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, which Goldwyn vetoed as being “too high-brow.”


  Once again, Walter Huston intervened by asking his son to take a look at a script he was set to do for Carl Laemmle’s Universal Pictures. Titled A House Divided, it was based on a tearjerker by Olive Edens called Hearts and Hands, which scenarists John B. Clymer and Dale Van Every had fashioned into a variation on Eugene O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms, one of Walter Huston’s biggest Broadway successes. Once again, Huston was to play the cuckolded widower, a fisherman whose young mail-order bride (Helen Chandler) falls in love with his son (Kent Douglass). The film was directed by William Wyler, here making the transition from two-reel “B” westerns to full length “A” features. The fledgling writer did a dialogue polish that pleased Wyler and went on to receive his first screen credit. He and Wyler worked together on Wyler’s Jezebel (1938) and remained close friends until Wyler’s death in 1981.


  On the strength of his work on A House Divided, John Huston was put under contract at Universal, where he served as dialogue polisher on yet another of his father’s starring vehicles, a western called Law and Order (1932) co-starring Harry Carey, as well as Robert Florey’s Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932), starring Bela Lugosi.


  Law and Order was based on the novel Saint Johnson by W.R. Burnett, a writer much admired by John Huston, who would later turn Burnett’s tough crime novel, The Asphalt Jungle, into one of his most enduring films. An early version of the oft-told Wyatt Earp/ Doc Holliday saga, Law and Order has since become a cult item deemed by many critics to be one of the tightest, toughest little westerns ever made. Tom Reed wrote the screenplay (with additional dialogue supplied by John Huston) and it was directed by Edward L. Cahn, later known as “Fast Eddie” Cahn, whose directorial motto seemed to be, “If no one flubs his lines, it’s a take!” Cahn’s career would take a precipitous dive in the thirties and forties, but would rise again in the fifties with such potboiler items as The Creature with the Atom Brain (1955), It! The Terror From Beyond Space (1958) and a raft of exploitation programmers for American-International Pictures. He died in 1963.


  Robert Florey had been set to direct Frankenstein (1932), Universal’s big budget follow-up to its successful version of Dracula released the year before. It too was to star Bela
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