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    “ ‘Yes’ means ‘maybe’ and ‘maybe’ means ‘no’ and if you’re being rejected up and down and all around and being lied to, you’re just part of a very large group.”


    


    Charles Grodin’s advice to Author for anyone entering the movie business

  


  
    Introduction


    


    When I was writing my biography of Arthur Penn, I felt like the Angel of Death. I started researching it in 2005 when Arthur was 83 and I fully intended to have it in print in a not-unrealistic two years. Unfortunately, I had to put out some fires along the way and it wasn’t until 2011 that the book finally hit the shelves. [1] By that time not only had Arthur died — the day after his 88th birthday in 2010, three days after the completed manuscript was sent to the publisher — but so had many of the other people I had spoken to: David Brown, Don Hewitt, Dede Allen, William Gibson, Larry Gelbart, Tad Mosel, Del Reisman, Horton Foote, and Hillard Elkins. It got to the point where, instead of bringing a tape recorder to interviews, I considered arriving in a black cowl and carrying a scythe like the specter in The Seventh Seal.


    Writing history is automatically writing about death, except for movies. No matter when you watch a movie, it’s always set in time-present. The film exists long after everyone in it has died, yet their combined efforts in making it have earned them a kind of immortality. Indeed, that’s what you hear at so many Hollywood funerals: “Joe is dead, but his work lives on forever.” This is the movie industry equivalent of telling relatives that the deceased “is now in a better place.” What they mean is, “he’s on TCM.”


    Yet movies also inflict an exquisite punishment on those who appear in them. Like the portrait of Dorian Gray, the movie you make when you’re twenty will still be in reruns when you’re seventy to remind you of how great you looked fifty years ago.


    Death on screen is a bizarre dichotomy. In action films, lives are burned so casually as to render them meaningless whereas, in a drama, the world can turn on a single light being doused. How does one reconcile the immense but abstract destruction of the entire planet Alderaan and the “millions of voices [that] suddenly cried out in terror” in Star Wars versus a single twenty-five-year-old girl who dies in Love Story? When Alderaan goes up, it’s a big boom and nobody blinks; when Jenny Barrett dies, everybody cries. Maybe this is why we can watch actual war on television news without being moved, but one little girl down a well triggers a pageant from Nancy Grace.


    There is another layer if the person who dies is famous. When stars like Michael Jackson, Bea Arthur, Gene Wilder, or Leonard Nimoy die, the news broadcasts and social media clot with tributes. Yet when supporting players die — even those who may have made hundreds of film or TV appearances — the public nods in casual recognition and reaches for the remote. Because of this, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences wrestles every time they compile their “In Memoriam” segment on the annual Oscar® broadcast. No matter who they include, they draw fire for whom they leave out. Yet — in or out — each person had family, friends, and fans.


    The longer you work in the motion picture business, even at its periphery, the more people you know and therefore the more people you know who die. It’s the freelance nature of the business that if you make three films or TV episodes a year, and each cast and crew has thirty people, that’s roughly a hundred new names and faces annually. Some of them are simply going to die on your watch, and after a while you start ticking them off as they roll by on the Oscars.


    Hollywood funerals are equally capricious. I had the honor of attending Dom DeLuise’s private memorial service in 2009, for which no fewer than four hundred family, friends, and co-workers filled the Veterans Wadsworth Theatre at UCLA. It was a joyous, emotional, and funny event, just like Dom’s life. The family even mailed out souvenir videos. Everybody was there except Burt Reynolds, who had his issues, and Doris Day, who wanted to come down from Carmel but didn’t know whom to call.


    Funerals in Los Angeles are a great way to see celebrities. It sounds grotesque but it’s true. If you crash one, keep in mind that it is the height of impropriety to ask for autographs or, sometimes, even to start a conversation; after all, people are there to mourn, not work the crowd. I faced this by accident at Abraham Polonsky’s 1999 service at USC, where he had taught. I came there to pay my respects to the feisty blacklisted writer-director (whose son, Hank, a video editor, I would wind up working with a few years later). Seating was tight so I wasn’t surprised when a voice asked me if the space to my left was taken. I said it wasn’t and two seconds later Harry Belafonte plopped down beside me. I wanted to say something — Lord knows I’m not shy — but somehow, “I admire your work and the contributions you’ve made to human rights,” seemed incredibly out of place, not to mention inadequate, at a funeral. So I sat there. Similarly, writer Larry Gelbart’s service at the motion picture Academy’s Goldwyn Theatre had every major comic mind in Los Angeles paying him tribute. Where to start? It may sound fannish, but can you imagine what the signed guest books at these events are worth?


    The best memorials to crash are for musicians. This is probably true in any city, and the tradition comes from New Orleans. I forget the name of the deceased jazz man to whose UCLA service my musician friend Lydia Kendall asked me for a ride, but it was a hell of a celebration. We walked into Schoenberg Concert Hall to find the joint jumping with an orchestra of the best sidemen in LA led by Quincy Jones.


    At the other extreme, I took special pains to be at the 2006 Forest Lawn service for Roy Brewer. Brewer had headed the projectionists union during the HUAC/McCarthy witch hunts and was the most notorious Red-baiter of the Blacklist era. He famously threatened to order his projectionists to refuse to show any movie that he felt was tainted by Communism or had been worked on by anybody he considered Red. I support unions, but I wasn’t there to pay my respects. I was curious to see who would turn up to praise the sonofabitch. Like Brewer (whom I had met toward the end of his life in a bizarre encounter), I also kept a list of attendees. It included several young arch-conservative political acolytes as well as a representative from Brewer’s union, the IATSE, who was supremely uncomfortable speaking even the neutered praise that he felt it proper to offer a former leader whom history had so thoroughly disgraced.


    All fame is fleeting, but some fame is more fleeting than others. Pity the performer who only acted in black and white movies, for he shall have minimal streaming potential. Filmmakers who faithfully and professionally did their work decades ago may have their obits driven to the back pages by the death of a more famous contemporary figure. Groucho Marx died on the same day as Elvis Presley; Farrah Fawcett-Majors passed in the same news cycle as Michael Jackson; Federico Fellini’s natural death was overshadowed by the drug overdose of River Phoenix. Death may be the Great Leveler, but in Hollywood it is not the Great Equalizer. And that’s just people who made Talkies. Forget silent film stars. I no longer dare take out-of-town guests to the famous forecourt of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre to compare their hands and shoes with imprints in the famous cement. I didn’t expect my friends’ children to know Jeanne Crain or Edmund Purdom, but when they began saying, “Who are they?” to the cast of Star Trek, I knew we were heading toward the Apocalypse. Incidentally, they still hold world premieres at the beautifully refurbished palace (now called the TLC Chinese) and on occasion today’s stars will push their appendages into wet cement out front. But these days the cement is poured into frames that lift out to make way for the next wannabe. Old slabs are put into storage. If only Lucy and Ethel had known this when they stole John Wayne’s hand and footprints!


    The capriciousness of celebrity stabbed me in the heart in a Trader Joe’s supermarket checkout line in 2010. An unusually garrulous cashier was talking about comedians she liked. I mentioned Dom DeLuise, whose papers I had just curated for the motion picture Academy. She couldn’t place the name (he had died less than a year before; see above) so I coached her with, “Oh, you know Dom DeLuise. He made all those movies with Burt Reynolds.”


    There was a blank stare that said, “Who’s Burt Reynolds?” Reynolds had been the top-grossing movie star in the world for five straight years, but that was back in the late 1970s. Wow, I thought. Not only is Hollywood fame fleeting, it’s supersonic.


    The best way to achieve immortality in Hollywood, I have come to believe, is not by appearing in a blockbuster, it’s by having other people tell stories about you. They don’t even have to be true, they just have to be good. People still laugh about the time the Marx Brothers, in the 1930s, frustrated by being stood up for yet another meeting by MGM chief Irving Thalberg, stripped naked in his office and roasted potatoes in his fireplace to teach him a lesson. Or how Carole Lombard got back at Alfred Hitchcock for calling actors “cattle” by corralling cows on their set of Mr. and Mrs. Smith in 1941. Or when John Ford, harassed by a producer for being ten pages behind schedule, tore ten random pages out of his script and said, “Now we’re back on schedule.” These are people who earned the status of “legend” by actually being one. Are the stories true? Who cares? They’re Hollywood. That’s enough.


    The anecdotes in this book may not confer legendhood upon the people they’re about, but they’re as accurate as I can remember them. As I said in Screen Saver, this is a memoir, not a deposition. I’m writing this to pass along the wisdom I have absorbed and to celebrate people I have met or worked with, many of whom are thankfully still alive as I set down these words about them. They have made my life (and perhaps yours) better, and sometimes worse, but always interesting.


    In addition to the people who come off well in this book and to whom I give my thanks, other individuals have been key in helping and advising me over the course of these adventures and I want to thank them too: Jocelyn Banner-Scott, Liane Brandon, Christopher Darling, Nikki Finke, Vicki Fox, Paul Gonthier, Bill Harris, Jane Badgers Harris, Alvaro Hernandez, Larry Jackson. Daniel M. Kimmel, Gayle Kirschenbaum, Don Kopaloff, Barry Krost, Christine LaMonte, Jane Lanouette, Malcolm Leo, Ellen Lewis, Mallory Lewis, Paula Lyons, Patrick McGilligan, Meegan Lee Ochs, James Robert Parish, Fredell Pogodin, Arnie Reisman, Melanie Ruth Rose, Dorla Salling, Shawn Sanbar, Debbie Supnik, Allan Taylor, and Bill Weber. Ben Ohmart is more than a publisher, he is a fan, and I appreciate his support in this and other projects. I also thank my editor, Robben Barquist, who saved my Ps, Qs, and S.


    Finally, I have deep thanks to Ami and Ivanna Lahmani and particularly to their sons Adam and Joseph Benjamin to whom I say that this is what I was trying to write every time you showed up and asked if I was busy, and I loved you so much I always said I wasn’t.


    


    Nat Segaloff


    Los Angeles

  


  
    The Singing Exorcist


    


    You got Max von Sydow to do what?” Christine LaMonte, his publicist, asked in disbelief.


    “It’s a Swedish drinking song,” I explained. I had interviewed the famously ascetic actor in connection with the 1980 movie Flash Gordon in which he played the villain, Ming the Merciless. The picture was a silly stiff but I would have been a world-class fool to turn down a chance to meet — let alone interview one-on-one — the iconic star of The Seventh Seal, The Virgin Spring, and Winter Light, among a dozen other remarkable performances, not to mention The Exorcist. “My college friends and I sing it every time we get together,” I told Christine, “but we always mangle the words, and I figured that if anybody could set us straight, it would be Max von Sydow.”


    Christine was the regional publicity representative for Universal Pictures and was accompanying von Sydow on his Flash Gordon interviews. Universal was not known for its corporate humor (despite having made Animal House); it was still run by Lew Wasserman, Hollywood’s most respected consigliore who made black suits, white shirts, and black ties the company uniform. That’s why the notion of a singing Exorcist (von Sydow had memorably played Father Lancaster Merrin in the blockbuster film of that title seven years earlier) was such a shock. But I knew Christine could handle it. She was bright, supportive, professional, and nobody’s fool. When she had asked me to interview von Sydow, she knew that I didn’t care for the picture but would be discrete about saying so during our half-hour CBS radio interview. Von Sydow was no fool either and we quickly got Flash Gordon out of the way so we could moved to other matters. At the end of our session, I popped the question:


    


    Nat: My college friends and I have a drinking song that one of us says he learned from a Swedish sailor. I know we don’t have it right. It sounds something like “Hey long goal.” Do you know it?


    


    Von Sydow: I know very well what it is. It’s called “Helan Gor.” Some people think it is the national anthem of Sweden. It is not. You see, the Swedes are a very formal people and when we go drinking, this song gives you a reason to drink because it numbers the drinks. It goes, “Here’s to the first round, it all goes down, and if it doesn’t all go down, you only get half on the second round. Helan gar, shung hop fadderallan ley.” You keep numbering it as you go. The first round is helan, the second round is halvan, then tersen, and so forth. Also, it is played with Aquavit, which is devastating. It goes like this —


    


    And he sang it with a flourish, his blue eyes glowing and the edges of his mouth turning up in a broad smile as he finished. Seeing him so happy, I asked, “Could you write down the words?”


    “Of course,” he said, and proceeded to fill a page with phonetic Swedish (see illustration), explaining how to substitute new numbers as the rounds progressed. When he finished — in for a penny, in for a pound — I asked, “how about autographing it?” He nodded yes, picked up the pen again, signed the paper, and handed it back to me. He had written only, “Ming, etc.,” got up, left the recording studio, and returned to Christine’s capable hands.


    At my college crowd’s next reunion (which we call the Extravaganza) I played the tape of von Sydow’s solo and handed out photocopies of his lyrics. We tried it his way for two or three rounds until the Aquavit took hold. Von Sydow was right; it is devastating. It tastes of caraway seeds and the effect is like French kissing a loaf of rye bread. We switched back to beer. Tradition dies hard.


    So does his film, The Exorcist. Much has been written about the blockbuster not only from its influence on cinema, both commercial and aesthetic, but from its representation of Catholicism. The effects on each are profound and tend to conflict. To Catholics, the belief in a personified devil and the power of the Roman Ritual to cast him out confers an aura of legitimacy upon stories of the supernatural. Hollywood taps into this superstition in its undying affinity for the horror genre. Many forces are at play in this one-sided relationship, not the least of which is Hollywood’s uneasy portrayal of religion. The Jewish founders [2] of the American film industry were nearly paranoid about keeping their faith off the screen in case the anti-Semitism for which they fled the old country would turn into reprisals in Christian-dominated America. They had their stars de-ethnicize their names, made a big deal over Christmas, and built their own country clubs when the nabobs of Los Angeles denied them membership. The result — as historian Neal Gabler wrote in his landmark book An Empire of Their Own (NY: Crown, 1988) — is that the Jewish moguls whose access was blocked to the American dream invented an idealized version of it that the whole world came to believe. And it was not Jewish.


    “Jews aren’t interesting,” MGM’s Louis B. Mayer supposedly told a producer who wanted the studio to make a Jewish story. “Priests are interesting. They have all of that stuff.” Mayer was probably less interested in collars, cassocks, and rosaries than with widespread American anti-Semitism and the studios’ vulnerability to Justice Department retribution for their monopolistic business practices. It was a small leap, Mayer et al feared, between blaming the Jews for the Great Depression and charging them with promoting a Communist takeover of America. After The Jazz Singer in 1927, rabbis barely appeared on screen, and the operative ethic became that the movies were all about Jewish Hollywood telling Protestant America how to be more Catholic.


    The Exorcist brought religion out of the confessional. Max von Sydow’s resolute Lancaster Merrin, S.J. and Jason Miller’s haunted Fr. Damien “Dimmy” Karras were no cuddly priests in the mold of Pat O’Brien, Barry Fitzgerald, or Bing Crosby. Their gravitas only underscored the seriousness of what could have been, in less able filmmaking hands, a howler. Written by Jesuit scholar William Peter Blatty and directed by lapsed Jew William Friedkin (who took communion and in later life flirted with accepting Jesus), The Exorcist was successful not only because of its superb filmmaking but because it took religion seriously. [3] It wasn’t the projectile pea soup or rotating heads that made it effective, it was because such horrific things were happening to well-drawn and well-acted characters. [4] Blatty maintains — and I believe him — that he wasn’t trying to scare people with his bestselling novel, he was writing a detective yarn with spiritual overtones. Yet he tapped into a primal pool of religious superstition.


    It may be significant that the scene that drove most people up the aisles and toward the restrooms — if they made it past the carpet in the lobby before throwing up — was not the pea soup or crucifix, it was the medically accurate hospital arteriogram that twelve-year-old Linda Blair endures. And if that didn’t do it, it was the moment when Regan’s throat swells up and she makes demonic sounds. The arteriogram, with its spurting blood, was an obvious inducement to nausea. The throat swelling was more noteworthy: it is the first thing Regan does that cannot be explained by rational means. And here’s another note that Warner Bros. told us at the time: most of the people who had to leave the theatre were men. Women, it seems, were stronger in their ability to support a child in peril, and they remained in their seats.


    British film critic and scholar Mark Kermode, who has written extensively on The Exorcist, has called it the greatest film ever made. That can be disputed, but it is surely safe to say it’s among the most effective, profitable, and influential motion pictures in history as audiences swept up in the cultural phenomenon of its Christmas 1973 release will remember for the rest of their lives.

  


  
    Dustin Makes a Speech


    


    Nat? It’s Dustin.”


    I should have passed out from excitement, but when Dustin Hoffman’s call came in at 10 o’clock on a weekend night it was just one more in a string of conversations. True, they were with a man who happened to be one of the finest actors of his — and probably most other — generations. But it was still 10 o’clock and we were not getting any closer to finishing what we were working on.


    In mid-2004, Hoffman consented to accept the Bill of Rights Award from the American Civil Liberties Union of Southern California at their December fundraising dinner. It would be presented by his Meet the Fokkers co-star, Ben Stiller, and, upon receiving it, he would be expected to make an acceptance speech. What would he say? Actors like to ad lib. Stars know better. Hoffman is a star as well as an actor, and we were connected by the ACLU’s special events coordinator Meegan Ochs to craft his remarks. Because of his schedule, we would not have the chance to get together in person before the ceremony, so our collaboration had to be entirely by telephone. I should also mention that I am a member of the Board of Directors of the ACLU/SC.


    I had heard all the stories about him, or so I thought. He was a perfectionist. He was intransigent. He was intuitive as well as trained. Larry Gelbart, who was brought in to fix the script of Tootsie (1982) that Hoffman had begun with his playwright buddy Murray Schisgal, had such a tough time that he famously said, “Never give an Academy Award® to any actor who is shorter than the statuette.” (Hoffman and Gelbart later reconciled.) The killer quote, though, was from Sydney Pollack, Tootsie’s director, who said he’d happily exchange everything he earned from the picture to get back the three years he spent working with its star.


    The first thing I discovered about Dustin Hoffman was that he doesn’t sound like Dustin Hoffman when he’s not playing a character. All the impressions that people do of him from 1969’s Midnight Cowboy (“I’m walkin’ here!”) or 1979’s Kramer vs. Kramer (“No, no, no, don’t touch the ice cream”) yield to his soft, clear, accent-free (he’s from LA, not New York) speaking voice. We discussed the importance of the ACLU in general and the Bill of Rights in particular, and what the award meant to him. “You can use this speech to put feelings on the public record that you’re passionate about,” I said. I raised the subject of Lenny Bruce, the revolutionary night club comic he played in 1974’s Lenny, and quoted back some of his dialogue: “You need the deviate to stand up and tell you when you’re blowing it,” and “Don’t take away my words.” He wanted to put humor into what he feared would be a stodgy speech. I was thrilled and suggested, “Maybe we can insist that each of your films is a message picture even if it’s not, like Ishtar was a plea for Middle East peace.” He liked that and we spitballed some ideas. I sent him a draft a day later and he called me a day after that to discuss it.


    I don’t remember exactly what his suggestions were, but I know that every one of them was on the mark. Sometimes he took issue with a word I used that he didn’t, other times it was a concept, and still other times we just talked. He knew what he didn’t like and it was up to me to find what he did like. It soon became clear to me that Hoffman, like many other actors I’ve worked with on speeches, become defensive when they realize that they will be speaking as themselves, not in character. No thespic shield will protect them; they will be held accountable for their own words, so those words had better be theirs, even if I help them do the writing.


    Hoffman’s judgment was un-erring even if it was un-defined. Over the course of seven days we spoke no fewer than half a dozen times for no less than half an hour, between which I would send rewrites and he would rewrite them. Back and forth. He could change what he saw in front of him but could not (or perhaps chose not to) face a blank page. A week before the dinner we locked the text, sent it to be put up on teleprompter, and agreed to finally meet face to face at the dinner.


    The day of the dinner, I was told that Hoffman had made some last-minute changes to the text. I had no problem with that; after all, he’s the guy who had to say it to a thousand people. When I arrived at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, whose green room and backstage I supervised during the program, I scrolled through his edited speech and was heartbroken to see that he had deleted so much of what we had both agreed upon. I didn’t meet him before the show, but I was prepared to be disappointed. Ben Stiller gave him a suitably loving and profane introduction. Dustin got laughs with the Ishtar joke and a few others we had written, and then he settled into the meat of the speech, which was about the artist’s need for freedom of speech and the importance of the ACLU in protecting it.


    And then halfway into the speech he did something unexpected. He went off book. At first I thought he’d gone up on his lines, and so did Jamie Stevens, who was running the prompter. But no, he was using all of the material we had previously cut — only now, in performance, it came together in his mind and he flawlessly rearranged it on the fly and made it seamlessly fit. After a few minutes he segued back into the script, the prompter started again, and he finished to an ovation.


    We met in the lobby after the dinner and thanked each other for the “experience.” He knew what I meant, but he could not have known the value of what he had taught me, which was more than I had learned in twenty years of writing for a living. I learned that some actors know what they want, but not until they see it, and sometimes not even until they hear themselves say it. I also learned that such people need to be encouraged, not confined, and that the process is sometimes more important than the goal. I began to understand how such an empirical system conflicts with the doctrine of commercial filmmaking, but how rewarding it can be if the sides can somehow be balanced.


    The next year, Dustin did a return favor for me when I was asked to host a tribute to Arthur Penn that the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was holding in New York. I asked him if he would videotape a message for us to show Arthur at the event. He agreed, and his publicist worked it out. The message was short: “Arthur, it’s Dustin. We made Little Big Man thirty-five years ago. How come you haven’t hired me again?”


    Arthur didn’t have to say why because, by then, I knew.

  


  
    Dead White Guys


    


    I produced four Biography documentaries for the Arts & Entertainment Network (before they shrank their name to “A&E” and got rid of the “A”) and walked off a fifth. The work was great, the freedom was remarkable, and the results were satisfying (except for the one I walked off of, but let’s leave that till later).


    A&E always blushed to admit it, but they didn’t invent their signature show, David L. Wolper and Jack Haley, Jr. did. The original Biography ran as a syndicated half-hour series hosted by Mike Wallace from 1961 until 1964, then enjoyed a brief afterlife in reruns and as school educational films. When I went to work for independent Weller/Grossman Productions in 1995, they had just landed the contract to produce new episodes for Biography at a time when A&E was gearing up to expand the show from weekly to weeknightly. It meant an immense investment of money and personnel for the network (which was, at the beginning, a partnership between Hearst/ABC and RCA/NBC that somehow escaped Justice Department anti-trust scrutiny) and threw off jobs to a number of suppliers. This was in the days when the FCC’s rules still prevented TV networks from producing and owning their own shows, a decree that encouraged diversity both in hiring and in points of view.


    Robb Weller and Gary H. Grossman had formed Weller/Grossman Productions in 1993 and jumped headlong into the burgeoning cable TV market. Robb was best known as a co-host
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