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BEHIND THE SILVER SCREEN

When we take a larger view of a film’s “life” from development through exhibition, we find a variety of artists, technicians, and craftspeople in front of and behind the camera. Writers write. Actors, who are costumed and made-up, speak the words and perform the actions described in the script. Art directors and set designers develop the look of the film. The cinematographer decides upon a lighting scheme. Dialogue, sound effects, and music are recorded, mixed, and edited by sound engineers. The images, final sound mix, and special visual effects are assembled by editors to form a final cut. Moviemaking is the product of the efforts of these men and women, yet few film histories focus much on their labor.

Behind the Silver Screen: A Modern History of Filmmaking calls attention to the work of filmmaking. When complete, the series will comprise ten volumes, one each on ten significant tasks in front of or behind the camera, on the set or in the postproduction studio. The goal is to examine closely the various collaborative aspects of film production, one at a time and one per volume, and then to offer a chronology that allows the editors and contributors to explore the changes in each of these endeavors during six eras in film history: the silent screen (1895–1927), classical Hollywood (1928–1946), postwar Hollywood (1947–1967), the Auteur Renaissance (1968–1980), the New Hollywood (1981–1999), and the Modern Entertainment Marketplace (2000–present). Behind the Silver Screen: A Modern History of Filmmaking promises a look at who does what in the making of a movie; it promises a history of filmmaking, not just a history of films.
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DIRECTING


INTRODUCTlON

Virginia Wright Wexman

Of all the artisans who work in the American film industry, directors have enjoyed the lion’s share of attention. Yet the ways in which directors have accommodated themselves to the constraints and opportunities posed by a complex production process and a commercial industry have often been relegated to the margins. The text-centered reading strategies employed by most film critics, which have been adapted from literary and art history models, are ill suited to the task of capturing the distinctive qualities of works created by Hollywood artists who partner with others and operate within a technologically complex commercial industry. Further, the widely accepted notion of a classical Hollywood style that remained relatively homogenous over a long period has discouraged many scholars from examining the changing historical specifics that have shaped the movies directors have been able to make. A common sobriquet used to refer to directors in trade publications, “helmers,” likens their role to that of the captain of a ship who must steer a hulking vessel through inclement weather and mechanical breakdowns while managing a large crew. Unlike poets and painters, directors must navigate their professional lives within a vast industrial framework that requires them to cooperate with others and to cope with intricate financial, legal, and organizational parameters. The present volume, which looks in depth at the way in which directors have worked within the Hollywood system, has been informed by this understanding of their achievements. Each of the book’s chapters examines a particular period in Hollywood history, and, though each author adopts a unique focus and perspective, all address the ways in which directors have functioned within the sprawling enterprise that is the American film industry.

This introduction contextualizes the case studies taken up in the chapters that follow, placing them within a broad framework that sketches out some of the major issues those studying directors in Hollywood must confront. It begins with a historical overview of the path that has led directors to their present position of eminence, then traces the varied routes individual directors have taken to enter the profession. It looks at directors’ daily routines and goes on to describe the nature of the artistry that lies at the heart of their claim to be thought of as authors in the high art tradition. A survey of the issues raised by the collaborative process in which virtually all Hollywood directors must participate follows. The introduction concludes with a brief analysis of the ethnic and gender privilege that has long been associated with being a director in Hollywood. In all of these areas directors have functioned as active agents, both individually and through their institutional base, the Directors Guild of America (DGA).

Favored by History: Hollywood Directors over Time

Historically, directors have not always enjoyed the privileged position they find themselves in today. Recalling his career at Biograph studios, Billy Bitzer stated, “Before [D. W. Griffith’s] arrival, I, as cameraman, was responsible for everything except the immediate hiring and handling of the actor. Soon it was his say whether the light was bright enough, or if the make-up was right.”1 Film historian Tom Gunning attributes this shift in power to the growing ascendency of narrative. A director, Gunning argues, could integrate elements of a production around a unifying center, “creating a filmic discourse which expressed dramatic situations.”2 In other words, directors acted as de facto narrators, staging scenes in a way that helped audiences understand the story being told.

From 1909 to 1914 the studios operated under a system that gave directors authority over individual productions. Following the model of the theater stock company, directors like Griffith functioned as producers as well as directors, writing or selecting stories, choosing locations and settings, supervising production personnel, and overseeing editing. Beginning in 1912, however, this practice was gradually replaced by a system that gave directors control over principal photography while preproduction and postproduction became group efforts with producers in charge. By 1913 a scenario editor at Lubin could state, “Now the director does not see the scenario until it is handed him for production, complete in every detail.”3 As films got longer, production became more complex, as Charlie Keil describes in the first chapter of this volume. New positions were created: art directors, lighting specialists, cutters, and the like. Moreover, continuity scripts became indispensable because they enabled filmmakers to group together episodes set in similar locations and thus shoot scenes out of sequence. In this environment producers began to exercise supervisory powers over the shooting phase of a picture as well as over its preparation and postproduction. In this period, the system itself had many permutations, and the role of director varied considerably. Griffith added close-ups as pick-up shots after a scene had been filmed, while Cecil B. DeMille customarily used multiple cameras. Frank Borzage, Charlie Chaplin, and others worked from rough story outlines rather than finished continuity scripts.

In 1917 Jesse Lasky announced that his studio would return to a director-centered system with writers closely involved with every phase of the process. “Each director in our four studios will be absolutely independent to produce to the best of his [sic] efficiency and ability,” Lasky stated. “With the discontinuance of a central scenario bureau each director will have his own writing staff and the author will continue active work on every production until its conclusion, staying by the side of the director even when the film is cut and assembled.”4 But Lasky’s initiative bucked larger trends, and directors continued to be positioned as participants in an increasingly corporate industry.

By the 1920s what is now called the classical studio system was firmly in place, and most directors, along with other Hollywood artisans, worked under long-term studio contracts. Even though they were nominally employees, name directors occupied a position of privilege that they sometimes abused. For example, Erich von Stroheim’s exacting creative agenda led to extravagant expenditures on sets and costumes and endless retakes. As a result, his films consistently exceeded their budgets. His cut of Greed in 1925 clocked in at over five hours, prompting MGM production head Irving Thalberg to take the material away from his perfectionistic employee so that it could be cut down to a length more in line with prevailing theatrical standards.

The 1930s saw major changes in the film industry that curbed directors’ authority and control. As William Luhr explains in the second chapter of this book, Hollywood’s conversion to sound in the late 1920s involved adding unwieldy equipment that made location shooting next to impossible. Moreover, the economic depression that struck the country shortly thereafter forced the studios to accept bank oversight of their operations, leading to a new emphasis on efficiency. Confined to studio sets where their work was closely monitored by executives, directors were not as free as before to impose their own styles on their films. During this period strong producers like Irving Thalberg and Darryl Zanuck had the most right to claim authorship of the films they oversaw. In 1936 John Ford grumbled,

As it is now, the director arrives at nine in the morning. He has not only never been consulted about the script to see whether he liked it or feels fit to handle it, but he may not even know what the full story is about. They hand him two pages of straight dialogue or finely calculated action. Within an hour or less he is expected to go to work and complete the assignment the same day, all the participants and equipment being prepared for him without any say or choice on his part. When he leaves at night he has literally no idea what the next day’s work will be.5

Some directors were boxed in even further, for an assembly-line model was taking hold in which specialist directors could be assigned to supervise selected scenes in a given production, thereby functioning as pieceworkers. Busby Berkeley’s oversight of dance sequences followed this pattern, as did Raoul Walsh’s position as the Warner Bros. “tank man” whose job it was to direct all scenes shot in the studio’s water tank. Unhappy and unfulfilled as a result of being saddled with such conditions, directors had strong reasons for making creative rights an issue when they decided to form a union, the Screen Directors Guild (later renamed the Directors Guild of America), in 1936.

As the 1930s drew to a close, the status of top directors improved markedly. Preston Sturges, who was then employed in Hollywood as a writer, labeled A-list directors of the day as “princes of the blood.” “The bungalows they lived in on the lot had open fireplaces and big soft couches,” he recalled. “Nobody ever assigned them pictures they didn’t like; they were timidly offered pictures. Sometimes they graciously condescended to direct them but if they said no, a story was a piece of cheese.”6 During this period, important directors like Howard Hawks began to flex their muscles by taking on the role of producers, a development that studio executives did not necessarily view kindly. For example, in 1937 when Hawks was working on Bringing Up Baby, RKO executive Lou Lusty sent a memo to his boss Sam Briskin about the director. “Hawks is determined in his own quiet, reserved, soft-spoken manner to have his way about the making of this picture,” Lusty complained. “All the directors in Hollywood are developing producer-director complexes and Hawks is going to be particularly difficult.”7

While studio executives increasingly kowtowed to star directors like Hawks, they continued to clamp down on the rank and file well into the 1940s. John Huston described the situation in his autobiography An Open Book. “After a picture commences, your work was monitored—usually by the heads of the studio along with your producer—before you had an opportunity to see them,” he wrote. “If they thought you were shooting an inordinate number of takes, there would be an inquiry. If a picture fell behind schedule, they would want to know exactly why. If anything untoward happened on the set, it was reported to the front office.”8

After 1948 the advocacy role taken up by the Directors Guild worked in concert with trends within the industry and the society at large to give directors ever greater dominance over the filmmaking process. After the US Supreme Court ruled in 1948 that Hollywood’s business model violated antitrust statutes, the major studios were forced to give up their theater chains and thus their secure pipeline to exhibition venues. At the same time, television and suburban lifestyles drew audiences away from movie theaters. By the end of the decade the classical Hollywood system in which the studios functioned as film factories was crumbling. Like other Hollywood workers, directors, who had formerly been employees of the studios, now became freelancers. Some cast their lot with the burgeoning ranks of independent production companies, as Sarah Kozloff documents in the third chapter of this volume. For the fortunate ones who were able to make the transition successfully, the gains in creative autonomy made up for what they had lost in job security.

Kozloff’s chapter also describes the way in which the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) targeted Hollywood left-wingers during the 1950s, branding some as communist traitors. Of the Hollywood Ten, who were imprisoned for contempt of Congress because of their refusal to cooperate with the committee’s agenda, two were directors: Edward Dmytryk and Herbert Biberman. Many more directors were denied work well into the 1960s as a result of the studios’ pledge to blacklist those who were suspected of communist sympathies. Some, like Elia Kazan and Robert Rossen, saved their careers by informing on their colleagues; others, like Joseph Losey and Jules Dassin, found work abroad. Still others had their lives and careers shattered beyond repair by the witch-hunt.

One of the first witnesses to testify before HUAC was director Sam Wood, who charged in 1947 that the Directors Guild had been infiltrated by communists. The DGA issued a firm protest at the time, but the pressure continued. In 1950 Cecil B. DeMille, a powerful force in the Guild and a fervent anticommunist, forced a confrontation with the organization’s liberal faction over his proposal to have every member sign an oath of loyalty to the U.S. government. After a seven-hour meeting at the Beverly Hills Hotel in October of 1950, Guild president Joseph Mankiewicz, who found himself in the eye of the storm, issued a call to all members to sign such an oath. Mankiewicz’s action was motivated by a desire to save face for DeMille, who, along with the other DGA board members, had been recalled during the tumultuous meeting. Losing DeMille meant putting the Guild itself in jeopardy. “If Mr. DeMille is recalled,” John Ford declared on the fateful evening, “your Guild is busted up.”9 The DGA oath, the first one in Hollywood, remained in effect until 1966, when the courts declared it unconstitutional.

During the 1960s and 1970s a number of factors conspired to aid directors in their quest for greater authority. Cinema sophisticates of the day turned toward foreign fare in which the names of writer-directors like Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman appeared front and center, inspired in part by the French-spawned auteur theory that put Hollywood directors on a par with international ones. The theory took hold on American college campuses, nurturing a film generation of young cinephiles who went to movies looking for signs of directorial style. In response, as Daniel Langford notes in the fourth chapter of this volume, Hollywood turned to a new breed of independent-minded directors with an art cinema aura, a group that included Arthur Penn, Robert Altman, Francis Ford Coppola, and Martin Scorsese. Desperate studio executives looking to connect with this new audience gave these and other maverick talents unprecedented control over their productions. This era of extreme directorial freedom came to an abrupt end following the 1980 release of Michael Cimino’s Heaven’s Gate, a grandiose auteur-driven project that proved to be a commercial and critical disaster. The following generation of Hollywood auteurs, including Steven Spielberg, George Lucas, Ridley Scott, and James Cameron, were less iconoclastic and more adept at exploiting the commercial potential of the movies they directed. They were backed by studios that were increasingly positioned as flashy outposts of giant multinational conglomerates.

It would be a mistake to assume that the takeover of the Hollywood studios by multinational corporations in the 1970s and 1980s led Hollywood executives to view filmmaking through a lens focused solely on the bottom line. Prestige and an image of quality remained at the forefront, not only because these factors can define a given studio as a quality brand in the eyes of the public but also because they exert a potent emotional appeal to stockholders, management, and the Hollywood elite. Moreover, with the end of long-term studio contracts and the subsequent practice of crafting one-time deals, personal relationships have taken on new importance, and a desire to accrue cultural capital in the close-knit Hollywood
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