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Praise for Easy Riders, Raging Bulls

‘Filled with disturbing moments … If there is a better book about inside the film industry, that gives you a real insight into the making, and makers, of films, I’d like to see it. But I bet there isn’t one’ Sunday Times

‘It’s as gripping as Julia Phillips’s You’ll Never Eat Lunch In This Town Again. Scorsese emerges as a freak, Spielberg a nerd, Coppola an egomaniac, William Friedkin – who directed The Exorcist – is like the devil himself’ Glasgow Herald

‘Extraordinary … What really makes this book by far the best of its kind, and causes the reader’s jaw to drop with almost painful regularity, is the unprecedented candour Biskind has coaxed from his subjects. And he has interviewed everyone’ Observer

‘A fantastic read … Such daring and scurrilous detail that Peter Biskind must have had a team of lawyers aboard’ Time Out

‘Biskind’s incendiary tell-all tome takes us behind the scenes to reveal the druggy excesses, schmoozing, infidelities, backstabbing and hysterical hissy-fits that went into creating some of the world’s best movies … Getting disillusioned was rarely this much fun’ Big Issue

‘Compelling … The real beauty of Easy Riders is the way one book can seemingly place you right inside the making of a list of films that includes Star Wars, Jaws, Easy Rider, Taxi Driver, Apocalypse Now and The Exorcist’ Select

‘Compulsive reading and much the most revealing film book in years’ Irish Times

‘The most fascinating cultural work of the year’ David Hare

‘Intensely readable … Will be welcomed by anyone who has fought sleep to devour the likes of Adventures In The Screen Trade or You’ll Never Eat Lunch In This Town Again’ Scotland on Sunday

‘A compelling cruise through sixties and seventies Hollywood … Superbly written … A fascinating piece of cultural history, and one that also happens to be brimming with snippets of very juicy gossip’ The Times

‘Blistering and hilarious… It is impossible to put down because you can’t believe how crazy things were and, ultimately, how destructive. Coppola lost the plot, Hopper should have been put away, Spielberg overcame his nerdy reputation and Lucas ruined it for everyone by making Star Wars’ Scotsman

‘This may be the best book ever written about the film industry … No one comes out of the process unsullied, but the book isn’t a sleazy exposé in the Hollywood Babylon vein. No matter how twisted the degeneracy becomes, the stature of the films is paid due respect, and the author clearly laments the passing of Tinseltown’s last golden age. The reader is left marvelling’ Glasgow List

‘The most fascinating film book for quite some time’ Irish Times

‘Well worth a read’ FHM

‘Fascinating … Discover just how appallingly this generation of filmmakers behaved. The most dislikeable cast of characters since William L. Shirer’s Rise and Fall of the Third Reich’ Spectator

‘Easy Riders, Raging Bulls comes over as an unrelenting stream of high-voltage gossip. It’s the kind of stuff which Louella Parsons and Hedda Hopper used to peddle, but smart and fast with it’ TLS

‘Biskind has delivered what will become the seminal account of one of the strangest, most exciting decades in American cinema history’ Empire

‘Packed with juicy anecdotes… An important book, a semi-tragedy about how the Brats snatched defeat from the jaws of victory’ Neon

‘Bulging with anecdotes and tart bitchy insights, this is a blistering account of the seventies revolution in Hollywood … Biskind captures the magic that made it onto the screen and the personalities that created and then capsized it’ NME

‘Biskind’s vivid account boasts all the humour, dirty dealing, whinging ex’s and credit snatching of a Robert Altman film. A must-have for any movie magpie’ Scene

‘A compulsively readable study of Hollywood’s last true golden age before the dumbed-down blockbuster mentality took over’ Film Review

‘Thoroughly entertaining and deplorably readable’ Tablet
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Introduction: Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door

“Some friends of mine were saying the ’70s was the last Golden Age. I said, ‘How can you say that?’ They replied, ‘Well, you had all these great directors making picture after picture. You had Altman, Coppola, Spielberg, Lucas. …’”

— MARTIN SCORSESE

February 9, 1971, 6:01 in the morning. A scattering of cars, headlights glowing fuzzily in the predawn gloom, had just begun to navigate the freeways as the first commuters sleepily sipped coffee out of Styrofoam cups and listened to the early morning news. A high of 71 degrees was expected. The Manson trial, now in the penalty phase, was still titillating the city of Los Angeles. Suddenly, the ground started to shake violently, not like the rolling, almost soothing motion of previous earthquakes. This was an abrupt heaving and falling that was terrifying in its intensity and duration, threatening to go on forever. For many, the 6.5 quake felt like the Big One. Manson’s girls would claim later that Charlie himself had brought it down on the sinners tormenting him.

Over in Burbank, Martin Scorsese was jolted out of bed. He had just gotten a big break, an editing job at Warner Bros., and had arrived from New York a few weeks earlier. Marty was staying at the Toluca Motel, across the street from the lot. Dreaming of rare books when he heard a rumble, he imagined he was in the subway. “I jumped out of bed, looked out the window,” he recalls. “Everything was shaking. Lightning was slashing across the sky—it was the electric wires from the telephone poles, falling down. It was terrifying. I thought, I gotta get outta here. By the time I pulled on my cowboy boots, got my money and the key to the motel room, and made it to the door, it was over. I went to the Copper Penny, and while I was having coffee, there was a big aftershock. I got up to run, and a guy looked at me and said, ‘Where are you going to go?’ I said, ‘You’re right. I’m stuck.’”

For Scorsese, there was nowhere to run. He had followed his dream to Hollywood, and if it was going to be a bumpier ride than he had imagined, he either had to stick it out or go back to New York, make industrials, live in the old neighborhood and eat cannoli, always knowing that he hadn’t had the stomach for what it took to make it in the movies.

Before the dust settled, sixty-five souls had perished in the quake. None of the people who populate this book was among them. Their injuries would be self-inflicted.

For our purposes, the earthquake of 1971 was supererogatory, unnecessary, gilding the lily, as Hollywood has always been wont to do. The real earthquake, the cultural convulsion that upended the film industry, began a decade earlier, when the tectonic plates beneath the back lots began to shift, shattering the verities of the Cold War—the universal fear of the Soviet Union, the paranoia of the Red Scare, the menace of the bomb—freeing a new generation of filmmakers frozen in the ice of ’50s conformity. Then came, pell-mell, a series of premonitory shocks—the civil rights movement, the Beatles, the pill, Vietnam, and drugs—that combined to shake the studios badly, and send the demographic wave that was the baby boom crashing down about them.

Because movies are expensive and time-consuming to make, Hollywood is always the last to know, the slowest to respond, and in those years it was at least half a decade behind the other popular arts. So it was some time before the acrid odor of cannabis and tear gas wafted over the pools of Beverly Hills and the sounds of shouting reached the studio gates. But when flower power finally hit in the late ’60s, it hit hard. As America burned, Hells Angels gunned their bikes down Sunset Boulevard, while girls danced topless in the street to the music of the Doors booming from the clubs that lined the Strip. “It was like the ground was in flames and tulips were coming up at the same time,” recalls Peter Guber, then a trainee at Columbia and later head of Sony Pictures Entertainment. It was one long party. Everything old was bad, everything new was good. Nothing was sacred; everything was up for grabs. It was, in fact, a cultural revolution, American style.

By the late ’60s and early ’70s, if you were young, ambitious, and talented, there was no better place on earth to be than Hollywood. The buzz around movies attracted the best and the brightest of the boomers to the film schools. Everybody wanted to get in on the act. Norman Mailer wanted to make movies more than he wanted to write novels; Andy Warhol wanted to make movies more than he wanted to reproduce Campbell’s soup cans. Rock stars like Bob Dylan, Mick Jagger, and the Beatles couldn’t wait to get in front of and, in Dylan’s case, behind the camera. As Steven Spielberg puts it, “The ’70s was the first time that a kind of age restriction was lifted, and young people were allowed to come rushing in with all of their naïveté and their wisdom and all of the privileges of youth. It was just an avalanche of brave new ideas, which is why the ’70s was such a watershed.”

In 1967, two movies, Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate, sent tremors through the industry. Others followed in quick succession: 2001: A Space Odyssey and Rosemary’s Baby in 1968, The Wild Bunch, Midnight Cowboy, and Easy Rider in 1969, M*A*S*H and Five Easy Pieces in 1970, The French Connection, Carnal Knowledge, The Last Picture Show, and McCabe & Mrs. Miller in 1971, and The Godfather in 1972. Before anyone realized it, there was a movement—instantly dubbed the New Hollywood in the press—led by a new generation of directors. This was to be a directors’ decade if ever there was one. Directors as a group enjoyed more power, prestige, and wealth than they ever had before. The great directors of the studio era, like John Ford and Howard Hawks, regarded themselves as nothing more than hired help (over-) paid to manufacture entertainment, storytellers who shunned self-conscious style lest it interfere with the business at hand. New Hollywood directors, on the other hand, were unembarrassed—in many cases rightly so—to assume the mantle of the artist, nor did they shrink from developing personal styles that distinguished their work from that of other directors.

The first wave, comprised of white men born in the mid- to late ’30s (occasionally earlier), included Peter Bogdanovich, Francis Coppola, Warren Beatry, Stanley Kubrick, Dennis Hopper, Mike Nichols, Woody Allen, Bob Fosse, Robert Benton, Arthur Penn, John Cassavetes, Alan Pakula, Paul Mazursky, Bob Rafelson, Hal Ashby, William Friedkin, Robert Altman, and Richard Lester. The second wave was made up of the early boomers, born during and (mostly) after World War II, the film school generation, the so-called movie brats. This group included Scorsese, Spielberg, George Lucas, John Milius, Paul Schrader, Brian De Palma, and Terence Malick.

When all was said and done, these directors created a body of work that included, in addition to the titles mentioned above, The Last Detail; Nashville; Faces; Shampoo; A Clockwork Orange; Reds; Paper Moon; The Exorcist; The Godfather, Part II; Mean Streets; Badlands; The Conversation; Taxi Driver; Raging Bull; Apocalypse Now; Jaws; Cabaret; Klute; Carnal Knowledge; American Graffiti; Days of Heaven; Blue Collar; All That Jazz; Annie Hall; Manhattan; Carrie; All the President’s Men; Coming Home; and Star Wars. So rich was the soil of this decade that it even produced a compelling body of secondary work, then regarded as aesthetically or commercially wanting, that nevertheless has considerable merit, including Scarecrow; Payday; Night Moves; The King of Marvin Gardens; Next Stop, Greenwich Village; Straight Time; Diary of a Mad Housewife; Silent Running; Bad Company; Tracks; Performance; The Wind and the Lion; and many of the films of Cassavetes. The revolution also facilitated ready access to Hollywood and/or studio distribution for Brits like John Schlesinger (Midnight Cowboy), John Boorman (Deliverance), Ken Russell (Women in Love), and Nicholas Roeg (Don’t Look Now). And Europeans like Milos Forman, who made One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest; Roman Polanski, who made Rosemary’s Baby and Chinatown; Bernardo Bertolucci, who made Last Tango in Paris and 1900; Louis Malle, who made Pretty Baby and Atlantic City; and Sergio Leone, who made The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly and Once Upon a Time in the West. As well as veterans like Don Siegel, Sam Peckinpah, and John Huston, who suddenly found the freedom to do some of their best work, pictures like Dirty Harry, Straw Dogs, Pat Ganett and Billy the Kid, The Man Who Would Be King, and Fat City. It brought out the best in journeyman directors like Sydney Pollack and Sidney Lumet, who respectively made They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?, and Serpico and Dog Day Afternoon; and allowed an actor such as Clint Eastwood to develop a body of work as a director.

The new power of directors was legitimized by its own ideology, “auteurism.” The auteur theory was an invention of French critics who maintained that directors are to movies what poets are to poems. The leading American proponent of the auteur theory was Andrew Sarris, who wrote for the Village Voice, and used this pulpit to promote the then novel idea that the director is the sole author of his work, regardless of whatever contribution the writers, producers, or actors may make. He ranked directors in hierarchies, which had an instant appeal for the passionate young cinéastes who now knew that John Ford was better than William Wyler, and why. Recalls Benton, “Reading Sarris was like listening to Radio Free Europe.”

The young directors employed a new group of actors—Jack Nicholson, Robert De Niro, Dustin Hoffman, Al Pacino, Gene Hackman, Richard Dreyfuss, James Caan, Robert Duvall, Harvey Keitel, and Elliott Gould—who banished the vanilla features of the Tabs and the Troys, and instead brought to the screen a gritty new realism and ethnicity. And the women—Barbra Streisand, Jane Fonda, Faye Dunaway, Jill Clayburgh, Ellen Burstyn, Dyan Cannon, Diane Keaton—were a far cry from the pert, snub-nosed Doris Days of the ’50s. Most of these new faces were schooled in the Method by Lee Strasberg at the Actors Studio, or trained by the other celebrated New York teachers: Stella Adler, Sanford Meisner, or Uta Hagen. In fact, a lot of the energy that animated the New Hollywood came from New York; the ’70s was the decade when New York swallowed Hollywood, when Hollywood was Gothamized.

By this time it has become a cliché to insist that this was, by any measure, a remarkable era, the likes of which we will very probably never see again. Every age gone by is lit up by a retrospective glow of nostalgia, and the specialness of the ’70s was by no means evident at the time. As Scorsese puts it, “We were just guys who wanted to make movies, and we knew we could be cut down any second by these people at the studios.” Certainly this period had its share of schlock. But Airport, The Poseidon Adventure, Earthquake, and The Towering Inferno to one side, the ’70s was truly a golden age, “the last great time,” in the words of Peter Bart, who was vice president of production at Paramount until mid-decade, “for pictures that expanded the idea of what could be done with movies.” It was the last time Hollywood produced a body of risky, high-quality work—as opposed to the errant masterpiece—work that was character-, rather than plot-driven, that defied traditional narrative conventions, that challenged the tyranny of technical correctness, that broke the taboos of language and behavior, that dared to end unhappily. These were often films without heroes, without romance, without—in the lexicon of sports, which has colonized Hollywood—anyone to “root for.” In a culture inured even to the shock of the new, in which today’s news is tomorrow’s history to be forgotten entirely or recycled in some unimaginably debased form, ’70s movies retain their power to unsettle; time has not dulled their edge, and they are as provocative now as they were the day they were released. Just think of Regan stabbing her crotch with a crucifix in The Exorcist or Travis Bickle blowing his way through the ending of Taxi Driver, fingertips flying in all directions. The thirteen years between Bonnie and Clyde in 1967 and Heaven’s Gate in 1980 marked the last time it was really exciting to make movies in Hollywood, the last time people could be consistently proud of the pictures they made, the last time the community as a whole encouraged good work, the last time there was an audience that could sustain it.

And it wasn’t only the landmark movies that made the late ’60s and ’70s unique. This was a time when film culture permeated American life in a way that it never had before and never has since. In the words of Susan Sontag, “It was at this specific moment in the 100-year history of cinema that going to movies, thinking about movies, talking about movies became a passion among university students and other young people. You fell in love not just with actors but with cinema itself.” Film was no less than a secular religion.

Finally, the dream of the New Hollywood transcended individual movies. At its most ambitious, the New Hollywood was a movement intended to cut film free of its evil twin, commerce, enabling it to fly high through the thin air of art. The filmmakers of the ’70s hoped to overthrow the studio system, or at least render it irrelevant, by democratizing filmmaking, putting it into the hands of anyone with talent and determination. The avatars of the movement were “filmmakers,” not “directors” or “editors” or “cinematographers”; they tried to break down the hierarchies that traditionally dominated the technical crafts. Indeed ’70s people were the original “hyphenates,” starting as writers, like Schrader, or editors, like Ashby, or actors, like Beatty, then moving into directing without necessarily giving up their original vocation.

The New Hollywood lasted barely a decade, but in addition to bequeathing a body of landmark films, it has a lot to teach us about the way Hollywood is run now, why today’s pictures, with a few happy exceptions, are so unrelievedly awful, why Hollywood is in a perpetual state of crisis and self-loathing.

If this book had been written during the ’70s, it would have focused exclusively on directors. It would have been a book about the art of the director, how director Y made X shot with Z lens because he was crafting a homage to Citizen Kane or The Searchers. Many excellent studies and innumerable biographies with exactly this approach already exist. If this book had been written in the ’80s, when executives and producers became media darlings, it would have been about the film business. But written in the ’90s, it tries to look at both sides of the equation, the business and the art, or more precisely, the businessman and the artist. This is a book about the people who made the movies of the ’70s, and who more often than not destroyed themselves in the process. It tries to explain why the New Hollywood happened, and why it ended.

The New Hollywood implies an Old Hollywood, of course. In the mid-’60s, when Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate were gestating, the studios were still in the rigor-mortis-like grip of the generation that invented the movies. In 1965, Adolph Zukor at ninety-two, and the only slightly younger Barney Balaban, seventy-eight, were still on the board of Paramount; Jack Warner, seventy-three, ran Warner Bros. Darryl F. Zanuck, sixty-three, was firmly in command at 20th Century-Fox. “If you were these guys, you weren’t going to give this up,” says Ned Tanen, who at the time was a young man with the music division of MCA, and later headed motion pictures at Universal. “To do what, go sit at Hillcrest Country Club and play pinochle?”

In the palmy days of the old studios, there was something of an apprentice system that allowed the sons of union members to enter the industry. When the studios cut back in the ’50s, these men, often veterans back from World War II, were last hired and the first to go. The day-to-day operations were still in the hands of the prewar generation of producers, directors, department heads, and crews who were in their fifties, sixties, and seventies. New Hollywood producer Irwin Winkler likes to tell the story of his first job as a young man, in 1966, at MGM. As a novice, Winkler got stuck with an Elvis Presley movie, Double Trouble. Having obviously read too much Sarris, he puzzled Presley’s manager, the famously ill-humored Col. Tom Parker, by asking, “Please, sir, I’d like to meet the director.” Parker replied, “You be in front of the Thalberg Building at eleven o’clock in the morning, your director will be there.” Sure enough, at eleven o’clock in the morning a car pulled up, not a limousine, but a Chevy, with a black chauffeur. Next to the chauffeur was the man Winkler wanted to meet, an elderly gentleman named Norman Taurog, a Hollywood veteran best known for Boys Town with Spencer Tracy in 1938. He got out of the car with difficulty, tottered slowly up the steps, and extended a frail hand, covered with liver spots, as Winkler burbled, “Mr. Taurog, sir, great to meet you, isn’t that nice you have a driver and all, that’s wonderful.” Taurog replied, “I like to drive myself, but I can’t see very well.”

“You can’t see?”

“No, I’m blind in one eye, and the other eye is going real fast.” Two years after Taurog completed Double Trouble, he lost his eyesight entirely.

In those days, there was apparently nothing anomalous about a blind director. Way back in the ’30s and ’40s, the producer on the studio payroll was the only person who would see a picture through from beginning to end. Directors, on salary, were there to make sure the actors hit their marks while the camera was running. They exited the production after the shooting phase was over. They were low on the totem pole, barely higher than writers. “Directors weren’t even allowed in the room,” says John Calley, who headed production at Warners throughout the ’70s and now is president and COO of Sony Entertainment. “Warner would run the dailies, would tell the producer what he wanted—‘I want a close-up on Jimmy Cagney’—and the producer would tell the director, who only then was allowed to see the dailies.”

There was only one maverick in this producer-dominated system: United Artists. This was a company that had empowered directors from its inception, back on January 15, 1919, when it was founded by Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, and D. W. Griffith. The idea was that the filmmakers would control their own destinies, cut out the middlemen, the meddling moguls who got rich off their labor. It seemed like a great idea, but it never quite worked the way it was supposed to, and by the end of the ’40s, the company was losing $100,000 a week. The surviving owners, Chaplin and Pickford, were not speaking to each other, and in 1951 they sold the company to Arthur Krim and Bob Benjamin, two smart lawyers with some motion picture experience.

With the divorcement decrees of the late ’40s separating the studios from their theater chains, the courts invalidating the old contract system with which the studios held the talent in veritable thralldom, and a growing number of stars participating in profits and starting their own production companies, Krim recognized, before anyone else, that the staggering investments in overhead—back lots with their wardrobe departments, acres of props, contract players, and so on—were a thing of the past. Krim understood that the only way for a motion picture company to prosper was to be run as a studio without a lot, that is, as a financing and distribution entity. What UA had to sell, the thing that would make the tiny company more desirable than its big brothers, was artistic freedom, and a bigger slice of the profits. By the mid-’60s, the upstart that no one would take seriously had become fat and saucy. UA prospered with the hugely successful James Bond pictures, the Pink Panther series, and Sergio Leone’s spaghetti Westerns with Clint Eastwood. They even cornered the movie rights to the Beatles before anyone had ever heard of them, and would mint money with A Hard Day’s Night and Help!

But even UA was a geriatracy. If you didn’t know someone, didn’t have an uncle in distribution or a cousin in costumes, it was almost impossible to crack the system, especially for directors. It was a catch-22 situation: you couldn’t direct a picture unless you had already directed a picture. True, by the mid-’60s, the first students had entered what few film schools there were, but they were told they couldn’t get there from here. Sound designer Walter Murch started at USC in 1965. He says, “The first day that we all got together, the head of the camera department surveyed us with a baleful eye, and said, ‘My advice to you, is quit now. Get out fast. Don’t continue with this because you all have expectations that are not going to be fulfilled.’”

“It was not like the older generation volunteered the baton,” says Spielberg. “The younger generation had to wrest it away from them. There was a great deal of prejudice if you were a kid and ambitious. When I made my first professional TV show, Night Gallery, I had everybody on the set against me. The average age of the crew was sixty years old. When they saw me walk on the stage, looking younger than I really was, like a baby, everybody turned their backs on me, just walked away. I got the sense that I represented this threat to everyone’s job.”

Still, the studios, which seemed impregnable from afar, had been rotting from within since the late ’40s, when the judgments against them had made the industry more vulnerable to the onslaught of television. The old men who ran the studios were increasingly out of touch with the vast baby boom audience that was coming of age in the ’60s, an audience that was rapidly becoming radicalized and disaffected from its elders. The studios were still churning out formulaic genre pictures, an endless stream of Doris Day and Rock Hudson vehicles; big-budget epics, like Hawaii, The Bible, and Krakatoa, East of Java; war films, like Tora! Tora! Tora! and D-Day the Sixth of June. Even when a few of the expensive musicals, like My Fair Lady and The Sound of Music, did spectacular business in the mid-’60s, they spawned an orgy of imitations like Camelot, Doctor Dolittle and Song of Norway, whose budgets spiraled out of control. At the same time, the stars who ornamented these creaky vehicles were not drawing the way they used to. The Sound of Music represented the last gasp of family entertainment, and in the half decade that followed, the war in Vietnam grew from a blip on the map somewhere in Southeast Asia to a reality that might easily claim the life of the boy next door.

The net result was that by the late ’60s, the studios were in dire financial shape. According to Variety, 1969 marked the beginning of a three-year slump. Attendances, which hit an all-time high of 78.2 million a week in 1946, plunged to a low of 15.8 million a week in 1971. Box office was down, inventories were up. Money was tight, therefore costly to borrow. According to Bart, “The movie industry was more on its ass than any time in its history, literally almost wiped off the face of the earth.”

To change metaphors, the once proud studio system, already a leaky vessel, was listing badly, and the conglomerates were circling beneath the chop, looking for dinner. Although Hollywood watchers looked on gloomily as studio after studio became no more than an appetizer for some company whose primary business was insurance, zinc mining, or funeral homes, there was a ray of sunshine. The same upheavals that had left the studios bruised and battered made room for fresh blood in the executive suites.

Youthful veterans of the Golden Age of live television in the ’50s joined the rebellious refugees from the New York theater and other mavericks to fashion a new kind of movie, light years ahead of the prevailing fare. In 1960, Cassavetes scraped together enough money to make a feature called Shadows in New York, entirely outside the system. Kubrick, working in England, made Lolita in 1962, and then followed it with Dr. Strangelove in 1964, a savage and scathingly funny demolition of Cold War culture. Lumet directed The Pawnbroker the following year, and the year after that, Mike Nichols made Edward Albee’s scabrous Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? for Warners, which did for the family what Strangelove did for the arms race.

Still, the handful of daring American movies was nothing compared to what was going on in the rest of the world. Wherever you looked—Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Sweden, Japan, Latin America—directors with unpronounceable names were making stunning movies. It was the Golden Age of postwar European and Japanese cinema, the era of the French New Wave, of Ingmar Bergman, of Akira Kurosawa, of Michelangelo Antonioni and Federico Fellini. Although these films were “foreign,” they seemed more immediate, more “American” than anything Hollywood was turning out. They hit home with a shock of recognition. Sean Daniel, who grew up to become an executive at Universal and shepherded National Lampoon’s Animal House to the screen, was an antiwar activist in high school in Manhattan in the ’60s. He recalls, “You saw The Battle of Algiers ten times so you could memorize how to build the proper cell structure. I’ll never forget seeing a platoon of Black Panthers, in matching black leather jackets and berets, sitting in front of me, taking notes during the show.”

In America, real innovation was coming not so much from feature directors as from the practitioners of cinema verité like Richard Leacock, D. A. Pennebaker, and the Maysles brothers, who had developed cheap, lightweight equipment that enabled a whole generation to take to the streets to capture a reality that was rapidly becoming more fantastical than anything springing from the febrile brow of even the most inventive screenwriters. Assassinations, love-ins, prison breaks, bombings, airplane hijackings, hundreds of thousands of people flocking to Washington to levitate the Pentagon, dollar bills tumbling slowly through the air onto the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, were daily occurrences.

There were no maps to this wilderness of change. No one had blazed a trail. “When the movie factories were blown apart by television in the ’50s, there weren’t a bunch of people who said, ‘This is where we go now,’” says Scorsese. “People had no idea. You pushed here, and if it gave there, you slipped in. And as all that pushing and shoving was going on, the equipment was changing, getting smaller and easier to use. Then the Europeans emerged. Combine all those elements together, and suddenly by the mid-’60s, you had a major explosion.”

In the context of the financial hemorrhaging of the late ’60s, the new group of young executives was considerably more inclined to take risks than its predecessors, especially if the risks were confined to picking up the occasional American independent or stray British or European art film, such as Alfie, Georgy Girl, or Antonioni’s Blow-Up. Not only did Antonioni’s picture afford the first glimpse of full frontal female nudity in the living memory of filmgoers, it also boasted of a meandering, opaque narrative structure that left most of the older executives scratching their heads. They didn’t have a clue, but they knew it, and were flailing about for help. When neophyte director Paul Williams, then in his early twenties, went to MGM to pitch a project in 1967, he was told, “‘No, no, no, we want to make movies that aren’t about anything. Like that Blow-Up picture.’” Williams adds, “Blow-Up had confused the hell out of them. People really started feeling they didn’t know what was going on. It was much easier to get stuff going.” While Winkler was making Presley movies, next door at the same studio British director John Boorman was making Point Blank (1967), a groundbreaking elliptical thriller bristling with sudden bursts of violence. “There was a complete loss of nerve by the American studios at that point,” says Boorman. “They were so confused and so uncertain as to what to do, they were quite willing to cede power to the directors. London was this swinging place, and there was this desire to import British or European directors who would somehow have the answers.”

Adds Paul Schrader, who was then the film critic for the major underground newspaper in L.A., the Free Press, “Because of the catastrophic crisis of ’69, ’70, and ’71, when the industry imploded, the door was wide open and you could just waltz in and have these meetings and propose whatever. There was nothing that was too outrageous.” Says Guber, “If you were young or you came out of film school, or you made a little experimental film up in San Francisco, that was the ticket into the system. It was like a petri dish with an enormous amount of agar, so that anything you dropped in there grew.”

When the hippies finally did come knocking, in other words, the gates swung wide open, creating the illusion, as Milius puts it, that the citadel was empty. But this was only an illusion, and a dangerous one at that. The citadel was filled with land mines and booby traps. And although the decade of the ’70s contains shining monuments to its great directors, the cultural revolution of that decade, like the political revolution of the ’60s, ultimately failed. As writer-director Leonard Schrader, Paul’s older brother, puts it, “This group of people started to make really interesting films, and then just took a toboggan ride into the gutter. How the hell did that ever happen?”

How indeed?


One: Before the Revolution

1967

• How Warren Beatty created a scandal with Bonnie and Clyde, while Pauline Kael made America safe for the New Hollywood, Francis Coppola blazed a trail for the movie brats, and Peter Fonda hatched trouble.

“We’re in the Vietnamese War, this film cannot be immaculate and sanitized and bang-bang. It’s fucking bloody.”

— ARTHUR PENN

Warren Beatty may well have been the first man to kiss Jack Warner’s feet, certainly the last. The story goes, Beatty was trying to get Warner to finance Bonnie and Clyde, a movie Warner had no use for. Warner didn’t like Beatty, his endless phone calls, his grousing and bitching. Not a day passed that Beatty didn’t want something. So far as Warner was concerned, he was just another pretty face, on his way to blowing a promising career on a bunch of artsy-fartsy “films.” Even Elia Kazan’s Splendor in the Grass, his first picture, the one that put him on the map, never made any real money. Bill Orr, Warner’s son-in-law, was right. He had fallen asleep at a screening. In fact, Beatty never had had a real hit. He thought he was too good for the pictures he was offered, and he even turned down the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy wanted the studio to turn John F. Kennedy and PT-109 by John Tregaskis into a movie, wanted Fred Zinnemann to direct it, and Beatty to star in it. Not only did Beatty refuse to play Kennedy, he told Pierre Salinger to drop the project because the script “sucked.” Warner was not used to being told his scripts sucked, and he kicked Beatty off the lot, shouting, “You’ll never work in this town again,” or something to that effect.

“He always hated me,” Beatty recalls. “He said he was afraid to have a meeting with me alone because he thought that I would resort to some sort of physical violence.” But getting physical was not Beatty’s style. He was, after all, an actor. One day he cornered Warner in his office, fell to the floor, grabbed him around the knees: “Colonel!”—everyone called him “Colonel”—“I’ll kiss your shoes here, I’ll lick them.”

“Yeah, yeah, get up, Warren.”

“I’ve got Arthur Penn, a great script, I can make this movie for one six; if nothing else, it’s a great gangster movie.”

“Get up, get up!”

Warner was embarrassed. He barked, “What the fuck you doin’? Get OFF THE FUCKIN’ FLOOR!”

“Not until you agree to make this movie.”

“The answer is NO!” Warner paused, caught his breath. It was not much of a risk at $1.6 million, compared to, say, the $15 million he was spending on his pet project, Camelot. Besides, he was thinking about selling his stake in the studio, calling it a day. With any luck, by the time the picture came out, he’d be far away, in the south of France at his palace on the Riviera, far richer even than he was now. Why not indulge the meshuggener guy. He asked the star for a letter putting the budget in writing. He never got it, but Beatty got his deal.

Beatty insists none of this ever happened, but it’s a story told over and over by people who swear they were in the room, witnessed it with their own eyes. It’s one of those moments that should have happened, because it’s so ripe with irony, bleeding with meaning, a genuflection at the feet of the Old Hollywood by a symbol of the New at a time, the mid-’60s, when no one had the foggiest notion that such a distinction would ever come to pass.

Beatty needed Bonnie and Clyde. After making a splash with Splendor in 1961, his career had indeed faltered, a result of poor choices and a youthful cynicism about Hollywood combined with certain romantic notions with regard to the women in his life, who perhaps absorbed more of his time than they should have, an attitude excusable in that this was not a glorious era in the business. The men Beatty admired, Kazan, George Stevens, Jean Renoir, Billy Wilder, were in decline. The old order was dying, but the new one had not yet been born. Beatty had spent the last three years with Leslie Caron, whom he had met in early 1963 at a dinner party thrown by her agent, Creative Management Associates (CMA) head Freddie Fields, at the Bistro, a popular Beverly Hills restaurant, to promote her Oscar prospects for The L-Shaped Room. Beatty had seen all her films—An American in Paris, Lili, and Gigi—and had a fan’s crush on her. He asked her if he could see her home. At the time, Caron was married to Peter Hall, director of the Royal Shakespeare Company, but husbands were never much of an encumbrance in Hollywood, and she embarked on a discreet, but passionate affair with the charismatic young star.

Beatty had just finished Mickey One, an opaque and pretentious American “art” film with a European flavor directed by Arthur Penn. When it wrapped, he flew down to Jamaica to visit Caron, who was there shooting Father Goose, with Cary Grant. At night, in Caron’s bungalow, she and Beatty discussed his career problems. He saw himself as an heir to James Dean, Marlon Brando, Montgomery Clift, but couldn’t understand why they were taken seriously, while he was treated like a playboy.

Beatty began noodling around with a film that would eventually be titled What’s New, Pussycat?—after his signature phone greeting to female friends. “I wanted to do a comedy about the plight of the compulsive Don Juan,” he says. He got into business with a friend of his, an agent turned producer, Charles Feldman. Handsome and debonair, Feldman had founded Famous Artists and represented stars like Greta Garbo, Mariene Dietrich, and John Wayne. “Charlie taught Warren a lot, like you don’t put anything in writing, you don’t sign contracts, you can walk out at any time,” says Richard Sylbert, whom Feldman also mentored. Sylbert was a young art director who, like Beatty, had begun his career with Kazan, designed Splendor, as well as Baby Doll and A Face in the Crowd, in addition to many of the most important pictures of the day, including The Manchurian Candidate and The Pawnbroker. Continues Sylbert, “Charlie would not be denied. He was a seducer, just like Warren. Warren would always say, ‘You don’t have any friends; just make the best deal you can.’”

Beatty intended to star in What’s New, Pussycat? and wanted Feldman to produce it, but he stipulated a condition. Feldman was known for casting his girlfriends in his movies. His girlfriend of the moment was the French actress Capucine. Beatty wanted assurances that a Capucine-like character would not find its way into the script. “Fuck you,” retorted Feldman, who did not relish being told what to do. But eventually he agreed, and work on the script proceeded.

Back in New York, Beatty and Feldman realized they needed a good joke writer, and one night they went to the Bitter End, a club in the Village owned by Fred Weintraub, to catch a comedian they heard was funny, Woody Allen. They liked what they saw, and Feldman offered Allen $30,000 to work on the script. Allen said, “I want forty.” Feldman said, “Forget it.” Woody replied, “Okay, I’ll take thirty if I can be in the movie.” Feldman gave in. So a movie that had once featured Warren Beatty, now featured Warren Beatty and Woody Allen. Allen went to work. But as draft followed draft, Beatty began to notice that the girl was taking on a European, specifically French cast; he could see Capucine coming over the brow of the hill. But worse, he noticed that his part was smaller, while Woody’s was growing larger.

Feldman and Sylbert, who was associate producer, were staying at the Dorchester in London, when Beatty arrived for a meeting. He confronted Feldman, accused him of violating their agreement, creating a role for Capucine, letting Allen write him out of the script. Recalls Sylbert, “Warren said, ‘Charlie, I’m not going to do it.’ Charlie was in shock. Furious. He was not a man you do that to lightly.” Adds Beatty, “I finally walked out in a huffing bluff or bluffing huff, thinking they wouldn’t let me go. But they were only too happy to let me go.” Continues Sylbert, “Warren went back to do a picture with some bimbo at Universal. I said ‘Are you kidding me? You’re gonna turn out to be George Hamilton when you grow up!’”

What’s New, Pussycat? became a big hit, and a turning point for both Beatty and Allen. “Woody was very unhappy with the movie that was finally made,” continues Beatty. “I was even unhappier, because I would have gotten rich off it. After that, Woody was always in control of whatever he did. And so was I.”

Only one year shy of thirty, Beatty was looking for a project that would turn his career around. One evening, he and Caron had dinner with François Truffaut in Paris. Caron wanted him to direct her in the life of Edith Piaf. Truffaut wasn’t interested, but he mentioned he had been sent a lively script called Bonnie and Clyde, which had a great role for Beatty. Truffaut said Beatty should get in touch with the writers, Robert Benton and David Newman.

The Bonnie and Clyde light bulb had gone off in the heads of Benton and Newman two years earlier, in 1963, when both men were working at Esquire magazine. Like any reasonably hip young man or woman in the early ’60s, they were less interested in magazines than they were in the movies. “All the time, everywhere we went, the only thing any of us talked about, was movies,” recalls Benton. He and Newman had just seen Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless, and couldn’t get it out of their heads. But most of all, they loved Truffaut. “Within two months, I saw Jules and Jim twelve times,” recalls Benton. “You cannot see a movie that often without beginning to notice certain things about structure and form and character.”

In the early ’60s, film schools virtually did not exist. Benton and Newman educated themselves by simply going to the movies at the art houses (the Thalia on 95th Street and Dan Talbot’s New Yorker on Broadway between 88th and 89th), the new New York Film Festival that burst onto the scene in 1963, and the Museum of Modern Art, where a kid named Peter Bogdanovich was programming retrospectives of Hollywood directors. “Bogdanovich did two brilliant monographs, one on Hitchcock and one on Hawks,” continues Benton. “Those were the closest things we had to a textbook.”

One day, Benton and Newman came across a book by John Toland called The Dillinger Days, which touched on the escapades of Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, who cut a swath of bank robberies and mayhem across the Midwest and South in the early ’30s. Benton was no stranger to the legend of the outlaw couple. He had grown up in East Texas. “Everyone knew somebody who had met them or seen them, and kids used to go to Halloween parties dressed up as Bonnie and Clyde,” he recalls. “They were great, great folk heroes.” Better, they spoke directly to the antiwar generation. Says Newman, “Being an outlaw was a great thing to want to be, whether it was Clyde Barrow or Abbie Hoffman. All the stuff we wrote had to do with épater le bourgeois, shaking society up, saying to all the squares, ‘We don’t do that, man, we do our thing.’ But the thing we loved about Bonnie and Clyde wasn’t that they were bank robbers, because they were lousy bank robbers. The thing about them that made them so appealing and relevant, and so threatening to society, was that they were aesthetic revolutionaries. In our view, what kills Bonnie and Clyde is not that they broke the law, because nobody liked the fucking banks—but that they put a tattoo on C. W. Moss. His father says, ‘I can’t believe that you let these people put pictures on your skin.’ This is what the ’60s turned out to be about.”

Working at night, with the banjo picking of Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs’ “Foggy Mountain Breakdown” on a Mercury record blaring scratchily from the stereo, they wrote a treatment. With the nothing-to-lose bravado of neophytes, they set their sights on their patron saint, Truffaut, to direct it. After all, they felt they had written a European film. “The French New Wave allowed us to write with a more complex morality, more ambiguous characters, more sophisticated relationships,” says Benton. Truffaut waltzed the two writers around the floor, dithering about his other commitments. After sending them to Godard, with whom they had a brief flirtation, Truffaut finally told them he would direct their movie. The script, with the director attached, went out to the studios, which worried that the main characters—killers, after all—were unappealing, and that Truffaut was ill-suited to direct this material. Their chances were not helped by the fact that their script featured a ménage à trois: Bonnie was in love with Clyde, and Clyde with Bonnie, but he needed the stimulus of C. W. Moss to get off. This was in keeping with their notion of Bonnie and Clyde’s transgressive style, as well as the experimentation that was becoming a defining characteristic of the sexual revolution of the ’60s. Benton and Newman got turned down all over town. They became afraid they were going to grow old and die peddling the script.

One cold and dismal Saturday morning in February 1966, Benton’s phone rang. He picked it up. A voice said, “This is Warren Beatty.” Benton, thinking it was a gag, said, “Who is this, really?” The voice replied, “This is really Warren Beatty.” Beatty said he wanted to read the script, was coming over to pick it up. Benton thought “I’m coming over” meant sooner or later, a couple of days, maybe, a week, maybe never. But within twenty minutes, the bell rang. His wife, Sally, opened the door, and there was Beatty, who took the script and left. About a half hour later the actor called again and said, “I want to do it.” Benton was worried about the ménage à trois. He said, “Warren, what page are you on?”

“I’m on page twenty-five.”

“Wait till you get to page forty, then call me back.” Beatty called back an hour or so later, and he spoke words Benton had been waiting years to hear: “I’ve finished the script. I understand what you mean, but I still want to do it.”

Beatty optioned the script for $7,500. Later, his company, Tatira (his mother, Kathlyn, was called “Tat” as a child; his father’s name was Ira), paid Benton and Newman a writing fee of $75,000. Beatty was unsure whether he wanted to star in the film himself. The historical Clyde was very much a runt, and he imagined Bob Dylan in the role.

Having acted on impulse, Beatty started to worry he’d made a mistake—the story had been told before on film, the gangster genre was dead, etc. He returned to L.A., where he was living in the penthouse of the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. “He was walking around saying, ‘Should I do it?’” says writer-director Robert Towne, then a close friend. “He asked everybody, including the operators at the Beverly Wilshire.” Towne told him: “Go ahead.”

In 1966, the way you controlled a picture was to produce it. After his experience with Feldman, Beatty was determined to do just that, even though he knew that there was little or no precedent for an actor actually producing a picture. But in this, as in other ways, he set a precedent. On March 14, 1966, he sent the writers a note, imploring them to cut the script down for the purpose of resubmitting it to the studios. “Some of these clowns may forget that they’ve already read it,” he wrote. “Please make yourselves really unhappy. Cut off arms and legs, etc. … Pick an image of some executive that Lillian Ross might have written about and try to make him happy.”

Director after director turned Beatty down. Temperamentally cautious in the extreme, Beatty did not feel he was ready to direct it himself, especially when he was starring in the picture. He needed someone smart and talented, but also someone he could work with. Benton and Newman finally suggested Arthur Penn. They had been impressed by Mickey One, appreciated that it was an attempt to do a “European-American film.” According to Towne, “Penn was a court of last resort. Warren considered Mickey One highly affected and pretentious, but he thought quite rightly that Arthur was an immensely talented and intelligent man.” Beatty went to Penn not once but twice. He told Benton and Newman, “I don’t know if Arthur is going to want to work with me again, but I’m going to lock myself in a room with him and not let him out until he says yes.”

Arthur Penn was virtually in hiding when Beatty called him. A slightly built, forty-three-year-old man of serious mien, he had come up in ’50s live television, and had achieved considerable success in the theater. He first went out to Hollywood in 1956, to Warners, where he made The Left-Handed Gun, a Billy the Kid story with Paul Newman and a Freudian spin. It was a dreadful experience for him. He recalls, “I finished shooting, they said, ‘Goodbye!’” He turned his footage over to an editor, and the next time Penn saw The Left-Handed Gun was months later on the bottom half of a double bill in New York.

After Mickey One flopped in 1965, Penn’s movie career spiraled downward. Hollywood was not a place for intellectuals, no matter how talented, and Penn suffered the kinds of humiliations routinely heaped on directors. First he was brutally kicked off The Train by the star, Burt Lancaster. Then producer Sam Spiegel took The Chase away from him in post-production and recut it.

Penn hit bottom, did nothing for a year and a half. It was at this moment that Beatty came knocking with Bonnie and Clyde. Like Beatty, he was hungry. “Beatty and I both had a sense that we were better than we had showed,” said Penn. Still, Penn did not much like the script. Beatty, however, would not be denied, and dragging his feet, Penn finally agreed.

While Benton, Newman, and Penn were working on the script, Beatty made a deal with production head Walter MacEwen at Warners. He said, “Look, just give me $200,000, and I’ll take a percentage of the gross.”*

“How much?”

“Well, 40 percent.”

“Fine.”

Although the deal would be a disaster for the studio, it didn’t look so bad at the time. Modestly budgeted pictures like Bonnie and Clyde were breaking even at about twice their cost. Warners didn’t expect Bonnie and Clyde to do very well, and according to their deal, Beatty wouldn’t see any money until the movie made almost three times the negative cost,† leaving a small cushion of profit for Warners.

Benton and Newman, babes in toyland, went out to L.A. in July 1966 for ten days to work on the script. They went up to Beatty’s penthouse suite in the Beverly Wilshire, aptly called El Escondido (the Hideaway), where he lived alone. It was small, consisting of two rooms filled with a disorder of books, scripts, records, half-eaten sandwiches, and a slew of room service trays piled against the door or buried amid the debris of phone messages and crumpled typing paper, and a piano. Outside was a good-sized terrace covered with Astroturf on which he lay in the sun reading, or looking out over the shopping district of Beverly Hills and, on a clear day, the sprawling homes rising above Sunset Boulevard in the distance. Beatty drove them around in his black Lincoln Continental convertible with red leather upholstery, one of four cars with which the Ford Motor Company supplied him every year. Every time he turned on the radio, they’d hear “Guantanamera.” At the time, Beatty was seeing Maya Plisetskaya, the Russian ballerina. She was older than he, and stunningly beautiful, great bone structure, no makeup, no jewelry, dressed simply and unpretentiously in plain blouses and slacks. As Stella Adler, Beatty’s former acting teacher is reputed to have said, “They’re madly in love, but of course neither can understand a word the other is saying.”

Beatty shepherded Benton and Newman through their encounters with MacEwen. “Warren said, ‘He’s going to say this, I’ll say that, then he’s gonna say this, then Arthur will say that,’” recalls Newman. “We went in, and it went exactly the way Warren said it was going to happen. It was like the Twilight Zone.” But Warner tried to back out at the last minute. He was unhappy that Penn and Beatty had populated the cast with unknowns. He memoed MacEwen, saying, “Who wants to see the rise and fall of a couple of rats. Am sorry I did not read the script before I said yes. … This era went out with Cagney.” About a month before they were to begin production, Penn, too, tried to back out. He felt the script problems had not, could not, be solved. Beatty refused to let him go, and brought in Towne for a polish.

Robert Towne, three years Beatty’s senior, was born Robert Schwartz in 1934, and spent his early years in San Pedro, just south of L.A., where his father, Lou, had a small ladies clothing store called the Towne Smart Shop. His mother, Helen, was a great beauty, something of a trophy wife. He had a brother, Roger, who was about six years younger. San Pedro, a blue-collar fishing port, was a romantic venue for someone like Towne, and years later in interviews he always gave the impression he grew up there, but in fact, his father, who changed the family name to Towne, had gotten into real estate and reinvented himself, becoming a successful developer. He moved the family to Rolling Hills, a gated community in the most affluent part of affluent Palos Verdes, where everyone had horses. Towne went to an exclusive private school, Chadwick, and then moved to Brentwood as a teenager. He grew up to be tall and athletic, but it took him a while to find his look. By the ’60s, his hair had already begun to thin. He grew it long and brushed it to the side, concealing his receding hairline. Towne’s melancholic, hang-dog expression and pale, feverish eyes, along with the Talmudic slope of his shoulders gave him a rabbinical cast he could never entirely shake.

Towne had an appealing personality. He was a sweet, gentle, self-effacing man. In a town full of dropouts, where few read books, he was unusually literate. He had a real feel for the fine points of plot, the nuances of dialogue, had the ability to explain and contextualize film in the body of Western drama and literature.

Before the ’70s, screenwriters were disposable. If a project was going badly, the studio would throw another writer on the fire. Even they didn’t take themselves seriously. Towne’s was the first generation of Hollywood writers for whom scripts were ends in themselves, not way stations on the road to the great American novel. Towne’s forte was dialogue. “He had this ability, in every page he wrote and rewrote, to leave a sense of moisture on the page, as if he just breathed on it in some way,” says producer Gerald Ayres, who would hire him to write The Last Detail. “There was always something that jostled your sensibilities, that made the reading of the page not just a perception of plot, but the feeling that something accidental and true to the life of a human being had happened there.”

Towne was a wonderful talker, but he could be didactic and long-winded, and many found him self-absorbed. Says David Geffen, who came to know Towne well, “Bob was a very talented writer, although an extraordinarily boring man. He always talked about himself. He used to go to Catalina to write, and he would describe to you in endless detail watching the cows shit.”

Towne broke into the business writing for television, then wrote for Roger Corman, who was producing exploitation flicks for American International Pictures (AIP) and became celebrated for allowing many of the movie brats to pass through his shoot-today-edit-tomorrow low-budget motion picture academy. Towne claims he and Beatty, then in their twenties, first met as one was entering, the other leaving the office of Dr. Martin Grotjahn, their common psychoanalyst. Towne had a script, a Western called The Long Ride Home that Corman wanted to direct. Beatty happened to read it, thought about playing the lead. Recalls Towne, “He set up a meeting with Roger, which was unusual, because Roger was doing his quickies with five-day production schedules, and Warren had worked with Kazan. He asked to look at an example of Roger’s work. Roger showed him The Tomb of Ligeia that I had written for him. This was not something that endeared Roger, as a director, to Warren. Warren said, ‘Look, I feel like I’m about to get married, and the bride is just beautiful, but then I learn she’s been a hooker for eight years.’” Beatty declined the picture, but liked Towne, and they came to be fast friends. They talked on the phone daily, sometimes more.

Both Towne and Beatty were great students of medicine, and Towne became a fast draw with the PDR (Physicians’ Desk Reference), the bible of pharmaceuticals. At one point, the two men, along with Jack Nicholson, semiseriously entertained the notion of finding an outstanding premed student, putting him (even better, her) through medical school, and then maintaining him as their own personal doctor, always on call.

Famously hypochondriacal in later years, Towne was worrying about his health even then. He had backaches and allergies. When most people get a cold, they ignore it. Towne was at the doctor in a wink, before the phlegm surfaced at the back of his throat, worried that his sniffles might portend something worse, a cat’s-paw for the murky nimbus of illness that he imagined surrounded him. His allergies were so debilitating he said they kept him script-doctoring, too weak to write originals. He was allergic to different things at different times. One day it would be molds and spores, then soy, the carpets in his home, an acacia tree in the backyard, which he insisted be chopped down. He thought he had a thyroid disorder. He was allergic to wine and cheese, even damp weather. Later he bought a special air filter, the kind hospitals use in burn rooms to keep out bacteria.

Towne started work on Bonnie and Clyde, and labored for three weeks during preproduction. “Both Warren and Arthur judged the script to be in trouble,” he recalls. They objected to the ménage à trois. Beatty liked to play against his image, but he said, “Let me tell you one thing right now: I ain’t gonna play no fag.” He thought the audience wouldn’t accept it. “They’re going to piss all over my leg,” he said, using one of his favorite expressions. Benton and Newman didn’t get it. “We were trying to make a French movie, and those were issues that never bothered Truffaut,” says Benton. But Penn told them, “You’re making a mistake, guys, because these characters are out there far enough. They kill people and rob banks. If you want the audience to identify with them, you’re going to lose that immediately if you say this guy is homosexual. It’s going to destroy the movie.” Benton and Newman came around, made Clyde impotent instead. Towne agreed. “None of us felt we had to avoid a taboo,” he says. “We just felt we couldn’t dramatically resolve
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