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Starstruck

• “Michael Kutza knew how to make a film festival informative, interesting, and a lot of fun. He is a great storyteller and hosted some of the biggest and best throughout his many years leading the Chicago festival. His book is a great read.”

-Michael Douglas, Oscar®-winning actor and producer of films including Wall Street, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and Romancing the Stone

• “Michael has been strong and generous for years and years, pushing us all into his world of cinema to make us grow integrity, justice, and dignity – and to become better human beings.”

-Geraldine Chaplin, award-winning actress of films including Doctor Zhivago and Nashville

• “Michael has made me so happy and inspired through many meetings and film get-togethers. He is a teacher, a friend, and such a wonderful, sunny soul. Thank you for being, Michael.”

-Liv Ullmann, Oscar®-winning actress of films including Persona and Cries & Whispers

• “Michael dreamt big. His vision of bringing together international artists to celebrate cinema in Chicago was groundbreaking. Passion, tenacity and love for film got him there first!”

-Paula Wagner, film executive and producer of Marshall and Mission: Impossible I, II and III

• “Anyone who has met Michael knows everything about the brilliant founder of the prestigious Chicago Festival, a friend of all the biggest movie stars who knows how to move around the world with humor, elegance, and selfirony.”

-Roberto Cicutto, film producer, former head of CINECITTA Studios and President of Venice Biennale
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FOREWORD

By David Robinson

This book is a surprise to me. Though I have been, I think, a close friend of the author-subject for a very long time, I have now discovered there was so much I did not know. Michael Kutza has known everybody and had a positive influence on many of those whose work was in film, thanks to the prestige of the international festival he created with the same boyish enthusiasm that had inspired his toy theaters, not so long before.

When Michael had the wild idea of creating a film festival in North America (Chicago) at a time when film festivals were still a fairly new idea, and even Cannes and Venice were still growing and learning, he sought out a partner in a legendary figure from the forgotten age of silent films. She was a woman whose intelligence and vitality made her an ongoing force in cinema society and politics.

Colleen Moore and her veteran beau, the master director of classic Hollywood, King Vidor, opened every door while at the same time insisting on adding five years to Michael’s official age to bring him greater credibility.

I would love to have known him in the Colleen days, and also to have met that formidable lady. I met Michael much later, but when I asked him when and where that happened, he was peculiarly snappy (“What’s that have to do with anything?” he fumed) before suggesting it was during one of the more indecorous moments in his life. It involved the charismatic and mischievous Albert Johnson, whom I never really knew. He even suggested it was the “What shall we do with the drunken sailor?” saga, which figures with colorful indecency in his story, but which occurred long before we met.

In any event, I believe it was in the early 1970s when a rather prissy Englishman who worked for the British Council said to me in Berlin, “You should meet a man called Michael Kutza from Chicago. He’s funny.” I did meet him, and he was indeed funny. We took to each other immediately. We both went to the same festivals and saw the same films. We sat together because we both like to be near the screen, and I always kept a place for him because he would only just get in as the lights went down. We appeared so inseparable (we ate together as well) that I know a lot of kindly colleagues suspected we were A Couple. Think what they might, there was never one moment of romantic attachment in our half century or so of friendship. We were friends, and that was that.

Latterly, to save money, we would share a flat at Cannes during that annual festival and keep house together. I went out near daybreak to get the bread, and he fried up unhealthy delights. We would throw parties for friends and clients and were left with stacks of uneaten pizzas. It was marvelous. We also made sure that doing our jobs and dutifully seeing all the films was fun, and rewardingly and permanently companionable.

Counting Michael Kutza as a friend has been one of the richest rewards of my long life. And I think you’ll agree that his book makes for fascinating reading.

David Robinson is the former film critic for THE FINANCIAL TIMES, THE TIMES OF LONDON and other journalistic posts, He is also the former Director of the EDINBURGH INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL and former Director and now Director Emeritus of LE GIONRNATE DEL CINEMA MUTO (Pordenone Silent Film Festival). He is also the author of the book, CHAPLIN: His Life and Art.


INTRODUCTION

“A CINEMATIC LIFE”
by John Russell Taylor

When it comes to film festival directors, I’ve known them all, and believe me, whatever divinities shaped Michael Kutza promptly broke the mold.

Festival directors come in all shapes and sizes, from ivory tower intellectuals to shamelessly exhibitionistic showmen, but Michael is unmistakably one of a kind. Though he was trained as a designer, and is brilliant at it, as the graphics of the Chicago International Film Festival have consistently attested, you cannot imagine that he would be anything else but dedicated heart and soul to film.

Who am I to be pontificating? Well, in the ‘60s when I first met Michael, I was film critic of the London Times. He invited me to be on the festival jury in 1971 and I’ve attended nearly all of the festivals since. In the ‘70s, I was a professor in the film division at USC in Los Angeles.

I befriended and wrote the first biography of Alfred Hitchcock, the only one written with his complete cooperation. In the ‘80s and ‘90s, I was back in London editing the monthly magazine Films and Filming. About half of the hundred or so books I’ve written are on film subjects. So rightly or wrongly, where Michael is concerned, I know what I’m talking about.

The thing about Michael is that, talking about him (and thousands do), you will inevitably find yourself speaking in superlatives, often mutually exclusive. Descriptions that spring to mind are shyest, boldest, funniest, most serious, most demanding, and most acerbic. Consequently, he was also the most maddening and most delightful of all film festival directors.

I’m proud to say that he is probably my best friend in the world, so don’t expect me to be cool and measured in my portrait of him. His knowledge of cinema is encyclopedic, his enthusiasm limitless. See him operating at another festival (it was his decision early on that his festival, coming late in the year, should be, among other things. a festival of festivals, so it is interested in quality rather than exclusivity) and you realize how passionately he pursues the best in world cinema, the most exciting new talents.

If the obsession was not in his genes, it must have kicked in pretty early on. The younger son of a Polish father and an Italian mother, both successful doctors, he had a more international background than most of his school fellows and has always been the most effectively cosmopolitan American I know. He was immediately at home virtually anywhere in the world, though at the same time intensely loyal to his Chicago roots. Indeed, his initial motivation to launch a film festival was to bring the best of world cinema to his fellow Chicagoans.

As the festival heads toward its diamond jubilee, Michael can chalk up a unique success in that area. I have said that he is the shyest of festival directors. He is a brilliant public speaker and vocal advocate for his enthusiasms, but I think he does not believe in his own skills. While most festival directors love to bask in the limelight, he much prefers to stay hard at work behind his desk.

Genius in filmmakers both fascinates and intimidates him. (He was himself a prize-winning student filmmaker, but you have to drag the information out of him.) However, his vast knowledge and passionate appreciation have brought an amazing number of classic film stars and directors to the festival for in-depth onstage interviews, along with the cream of the crop of newcomers, many of whom were discovered by and launched at the festival. (Think Martin Scorsese, Oliver Stone, Taylor Hackford, Tom Cruise, John Cusack, Helen Mirren, Mike Leigh…the list goes on and on.)

Have I done justice to the glamour that hangs around Michael? Probably not. He is certainly the best looking of all festival directors I have known, and the most impressive public figure. He is also, I think, the only one in the world to have a street named after him.

When Michael retired from the festival, the Chicago scene was poorer by at least one of its brightest lights.

John Russell Taylor is the former film critic for THE TIMES OF LONDON and the author of 94 books on film and art, including HITCH: The Life & Times of Alfred Hitchcock, the official biography of Alfred Hitchcock.


1 - WEST SIDE STORY

Growing up on the West Side of Chicago, I had one driving ambition: to tell stories and show people something bigger than they had ever seen.

It all started when I nailed a white bedsheet to the wall in the basement to show movies and called in all the neighborhood kids to see them. I was like a producer with a captive audience. It was the same with my little puppet shows. With those, I may have only had an audience of one – the housekeeper – but she would see something fabulous. And one person was all I needed.

All of these moments were bigger than me.

I also knew that I wasn’t going to become a doctor like my parents, though that dream would die hard – for them, not for me. However, I’m getting ahead of myself, something I have a nasty habit of doing.

As intimated, I grew up in a world of doctors. My mother, my father, my aunt, my uncle, even my cousins where all fucking doctors. Every damn one! You can see where this is leading. It’s something I had zero interest in. Z-E-R-O. But if you’re in a family of doctors, it’s expected – no, demanded – that you become one, too. Consequently, I had to go through the motions of pretending I was destined for medical school and a career in medicine.

I wound up getting thrown out of three or four colleges because I didn’t want to be a doctor and they could tell. It seems they really wanted you to study when you were in school. Who knew?

But let’s travel back in time still further.

One morning when I was three years old, I was awakened by a big racket coming from downstairs. I slept on the second floor in my grandmother’s room. They were moving out all of the furniture on the first floor to put it in storage. I sat and watched, confused.

They moved in a long black box and placed it in the living room. For seven days and nights, people would come to the house to view Grandma in a casket in the living room, because we Italians love to look at our dead relatives.

From that day forward, my young life would forever change, and not in a good way. I couldn’t go near the living room. I couldn’t go back to my bedroom because it was hers. I was terrified of even being in that house. I had already seen enough films at my young age to know that Grandma wasn’t really dead and would be coming out of that box at night to haunt the house (and me in particular).

I retreated to the basement where I had my puppets and watched old movies my dad had collected. With the lady in the box gone forever, my folks hired a series of African American housekeepers to raise me. I quickly became the man of the house as a result.

I had to be independent from an early age because I was never really a child. Clearly, I never really had what you would consider a “normal” childhood. I had those puppets and built elaborate stages and sets to put on shows for the maid. My folks didn’t care. They were dedicated physicians day and night at their respective offices and hospitals. I was left to fend for myself and fend I did. I became an independent mini adult early on.

Mind you, my shows got better and better. One Sunday, I actually convinced my parents to watch one – and it predictably wowed them. That was so cool that I still recall it vividly.

My mother, a rather large woman, specialized in obstetrics and gynecology. She was a big deal at her hospital Mother Cabrini Memorial in Chicago’s Italian neighborhood. Dad, a good-looking ladies’ man, was a surgeon and the president of his hospital Saint Mary’s in the Polish district.

It seems that I had a brother, but he was ten years older and always gone, so I barely had any interaction with him. He was away at college, in the Army, then off and married. I never got to know him aside from the last few years of his life. I was basically an only child in my mind.

I decided one day that I must have been adopted. My parents seemed too old to have conceived me at their age. Then one day, I met a woman who had assisted at my birth. Mrs. House was a nurse at the hospital. Yes, House like the famed TV doc of the same name.

“The day that your mother came in for her delivery, I asked her, ‘Where is the patient?’,” Mrs. House recalled.

“I’m the patient,” my mother is said to have replied.

My mother’s size had hidden the fact that she was pregnant and about to give birth to me, as the story went. So, this woman whom I occasionally saw in the house really was my mother, it seemed. I further confirmed it by later locating birth records, footprints, date of birth, time of birth, and photo. So much for my airtight adoption theory.

Moviemaking came to me naturally, yet in an odd way. My dad collected old silent films and some sound features he could get his hands on as entertainment for me in the basement, which I like to call the original mancave. (Kidcave?) Mom actually shot movies. She had a 16-millimeter camera that she took with her on lady doctor trips all over the world. She would record these films of her trips and doctor conventions, then come back home, hand them to me and say, “Make these into something, the lady doctors will be coming over Sunday.”

That was my cue to get to work.

I started making movies with music, special effects, fabulous stuff for an audience. I think I was all of eight years old by this time. I was old enough, however, to go to the neighborhood movie theater and watch double features every Saturday. Horror films, science fiction, musicals, and all of those great serials. I was all over them.

I not surprisingly grew a little starstruck back then. My mother tried to keep me busy beyond my flashy basement shows. She had one of her medical patients take me to a nightclub. It was a place like Las Vegas, but in Chicago: the Chez Paree.

I was maybe 12 when this happened. Suddenly, I was meeting Jimmy Durante, Sophie Tucker, Dean Martin, and Jerry Lewis in a place filled with real showgirls. It was all just impossibly exciting and glamorous. Mind you, I never asked my mother’s patient about her connection with the club but assumed she was a girlfriend of the boss. All I knew was that this lady had an in and knew everybody.

One thing I quickly learned was that you’re never supposed to ask how or why anything was happening. I just enjoyed the access. Through Chez Paree, the showbiz bug bit and grew inside me big time.

There was one other interesting aspect of the Chez: a lounge with a live radio broadcast emanating from there with the stars every night. I would listen to it at home before I went to sleep. Who would have thought that I’d often be on that show later in life and bring the visiting stars at my film festival to the show? Talk about full circle.

Besides showgirls at the Chez and my puppet shows in the basement at home, as I already mentioned, I spent a lot of time watching movie double features at my two neighborhood theaters. It was mostly horror and sci-fi films until musicals hit big and then 3-D came along. I got hooked. Man, did I ever. I think I watched House of Wax five times.

Everything really changed in 1953 when my cousin took me to a theater in downtown Chicago to see something new and revolutionary. We went to the Bismarck Theatre (which is now called the Cadillac Palace Theatre), a legitimate house that was turned into a movie palace for this very special event.

I was met with this giant red curtain wrapping around the whole theater. The main floor had about 1,200 seats, and the red curtain must have been two stories high and filled my peripheral vision in width. The program began as the curtains parted maybe a quarter of the way. A man appeared onscreen in black and white. His name was Lowell Thomas. I guess he’d been a famous radio commentator or something. He uttered the momentous line, “Ladies and gentlemen, THIS IS CINERAMA!”

The curtain continued to part and kept parting and parting and wrapping around me, and suddenly there was a rollercoaster ride depicted on the full screen along with this new thing called stereophonic sound. I was totally blown away and went back maybe five times. It was expensive, but I had to see it over and over again. After a while, I grew tired of the travelogue theme of the film, but the showmanship and the whole situation was simply captivating.

What proved ironic was the fact that showman Michael Todd and his son, Michael Todd Jr., directed this success story, yet within maybe ten years they would effectively destroy the three-projector system of Cinerama with their own new widescreen innovation, Todd-AO. Later, CinemaScope and all of the other systems replicating this complicated three-projector system came in. But it was Cinerama that changed how we saw the movies forever.

I was very impressed with the Todds and how they presented the movies to audiences. They were trendsetters. Later, Michael Jr. did something that was quite amusing, a film called The Scent of Mystery that was presented in SMELL-O-VISION. Why not involve all of the senses, right?

it only lasted maybe a year or two, but Todd specially built the theater just to do it here in Chicago and in New York. It was really fun and silly. He installed little tubing under all of the seats that would pump the various smells out according to what was being depicted on the screen.

In between the smells, a large, loud burst of fresh air had to be pumped in to clear out the previous scent. It was annoying, but necessary. A clever part of the film involved a mysterious woman would who appear throughout and was always accompanied by a certain perfume fragrance. You never saw her face, but you knew when she was around because they had trained us to know her smell.

At the end of the film, the actress turned to the audience and we saw that it was Elizabeth Taylor, Todd’s wife at the time. It’s funny when you consider that years later, Liz would be one of the first stars to come out with her own fragrance, White Diamonds.

One thing I had not been exposed to yet was foreign films. I was still mostly watching the regular double bills on the West Side and really going back to see the Flash Gordon and Dick Tracy serials every weekend. The foreign stuff didn’t come into my life until 1958, with Ingmar Bergman’s Seventh Seal. It was shot in Swedish with English subtitles and playing at one of our three little Chicago art houses.

Back in those days, a foreign film like this would play in that same theater for a year. A year! The other two art houses had films for runs of between six months and a year, titles like Fellini’s La Dolce Vita. The more I would read in The New York Times about all of the interesting foreign films playing in New York, I wondered why we weren’t seeing them in Chicago.

We were missing a world of films because the theater owners wouldn’t take chances with different unknown foreign movies from anyone but the masters. They stuck only with a guaranteed winner like a Bergman or a Fellini, forever.

I was making short films by then, blew one up to 35mm and started entering in foreign film festivals myself. If I couldn’t bring international cinema to Chicago, I’d bring Chicago to international cinema. My little film Eve: Story of a Lonely Girl played in Cork, Ireland and Krakow, Poland, at their short film festivals. It was the tale of a lonely little girl who befriends a dog. Today, that same girl would have to get raped or shot or hit by a car. A much more innocent time.

I asked one of the art house theater owners if my short could play in Chicago before the feature film. One said yes, and it did. This left me determined to find a way to show my little movie in more places.

My next short received a special Diploma of Honor in Cannes, France, at a festival. Ceci and Jim O’Riley, a couple I had met along the way in Chicago, along with Hubert Schmuttenmaer (and trust me, you can’t make up a name like that) agreed with me about what we were missing in Chicago. Jim was an editor of industrial films. Ceci was a minor socialite who knew people.

The three of us got a group together and kicked around the idea of starting a large film event that could show stuff like my own work and honor the filmmakers, student films, documentaries, you name it. It was important to award prizes and introduce new, first-time directors while having the films judged by their filmmaker peers. The idea was that everyone needed a slap on the back and someone telling them, “Hey, you’re special.”

I convinced my father to underwrite the festival with the understanding that it would not stop me from pre-med at Loyola University – and that this thing was “just a phase” on the way to my becoming a doctor. I’m sure the fact it never happened broke his heart. My mother’s, too.

The festival idea quickly took center stage in my life and never left, and these friends all volunteered to make it happen. I was on and off dating Judy Kohnke from Loyola. She graduated and worked at a design firm but did all the hard work and correspondence needed to start the festival.

Starting the festival in this magical city was easy. People wanted to enter their films and were drawn to it. We sent out this mass mailing of like 10,000 pieces to every film company and institute in the world. The name “Chicago” resonated, as it represents something magical because of Al Capone and The Legend. The town had a mythic quality that drew interest from the get-go.

It was actually getting an audience that proved the tough part.

I scheduled a showing of my own little film at the Ambassador West Hotel with drinks and some food. I invited the press, and they actually came. It was there that I initially introduced the idea of an international film festival. It was also there at this little event that powerful Chicago Sun-Times columnist Irv Kupcinet took a liking to me and the cause.

Soon enough, an introduction he made would change my life.


2 – A STAR IS BORN

Irv Kupcinet was more than just a newspaper columnist. He was a legend, sort of the Walter Winchell of Chicago. (If you don’t know who Walter Winchell is, Google him.)

They called Irv Mister Chicago, since he carried so much power and weight in all aspects of things important to his readers: movies, theatre, celebrities, sports, and politics. Kupcinet had his finger on the pulse of my city. He had heard about me, this kid from the West Side of Chicago who made little films and wanted to start a great big international film event right here in our fair city.

Irv took me to lunch one day at Fritzel’s Restaurant, where he hung out. It was the place to see and be seen. He told me, “I’m going to introduce you to someone who might be able to help you. She was a famous silent film star in the ‘20s and early ‘30s and retired to Chicago. Her husband has recently died, and I think it’s time for her to get over the grieving widow thing. You just might be what she needs right now. Her name is Colleen Moore Hargrave.”

That’s how it began. Colleen was a socialite and a widow, and Irv felt it was time she got back into the movie game. That’s where I came in.

I made an appointment and met with Mrs. Hargrave. She invited me over to her place for lunch. I put on a suit and tie and headed to 1320 North State Parkway. Greeting me there at the door was a real-life Auntie Mame.

Now you remember who Auntie Mame was, right? The Patrick Dennis book, play, and film about an irresistibly dynamic widow. That’s who Colleen was to me. She would ultimately become my second mother.

Mind you, I had neglected to do my homework on just whom I was visiting. I remembered that Kupcinet had said she was a silent film star. But that was about it. When entering her fabulous apartment, I noticed over the fireplace sat a giant painting of a young woman. I assumed it was Colleen when she was a movie star. The painting was probably five feet high, depicting a cute gal with a short haircut. I later learned that her haircut was synonymous with her character in the films.

She and I hit it off immediately. I’m not sure why. It may have been my sense of humor. She would always say, “I need a good laugh.” I was good at that, at searching to find a lighter side to most everything. Growing up with two doctors makes you try to uncover some fun around the corner.

I was back at Colleen’s the next day for lunch. This time, another person was sitting at the table with us. It was one of her best friends who was visiting, a legendary actress named Myrna Loy. Once again, brilliant me had done
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