
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Eileen, my LA woman

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Prologue: Magic Hour in Los Angeles

            	1: January   Hollywood's Fall and Rise

            	2: February   The Republic of Rock and Roll

            	3: March   The Greatest Night in Television History

            	4: April   Already Gone

            	5: May   The Ballad of Tom and Jane

            	6: June   From Chinatown to Jerry Brown

            	7: July   Hollywood's Generational Tipping Point

            	8: August   The Icarus of Los Angeles

            	9: September   Three Roads to Revolution

            	10: October   The (White) Boys' Club

            	11: November   Breakthrough

            	12: December   Transitions

            	Acknowledgments

            	Notes

            	Index

            	About the Author

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	ii

	v

	vii
  
	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385

	386

	387

	388

	389

	391

	392

	393

	394

	395

	397

	398

	399

	400

	401

	402

	403

	404

	405

	406

	407

	408

	409

	410

	411

	412

	413

	414

	415

	416

	417

	418

	419

	420

	421

	422

	423

	424

	425

	426

	427

	428

	429

	430

	431

	432

	433

	434

	435

	436

	437

	438

	439

	440

	iv




   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue: Magic Hour in Los Angeles

         
         On the evening of February 21, 1974, Mo Ostin led David Geffen to the Beverly Wilshire hotel in Beverly Hills for what Geffen
            was told would be a business meeting with Barbra Streisand.
         

         
         Dignified and reserved, Ostin had been in the music business a long time. He had started as Frank Sinatra’s accountant and
            then ascended to become the head of the Warner Bros. music operation after the studio acquired Reprise, Sinatra’s record label,
            in 1963. Geffen, the president of Warner’s Elektra/Asylum label, was Ostin’s opposite in every way: young, endlessly ambitious,
            brilliant, relentless, and volcanic.
         

         
         Behind the doors of the Beverly Wilshire’s Le Grand Trianon ballroom, an array of stars waited for the two men. Bob Dylan
            was there with the Band; as were Cher, Ringo Starr, Harry Nilsson, Warren Beatty, Jack Nicholson, and Bianca Jagger. So were
            record moguls (the elegant Ahmet Ertegun of Atlantic Records, a Geffen mentor who had flown out from New York City; Joe Smith
            of Warner Bros.; rival Artie Mogull of MCA), agents (Jeff Wald), and producers (Bill Graham, who had worked with Geffen that
            winter to mount a hugely successful reunion tour for Dylan and the Band).
         

         
         Balloons and streamers hung from the ceiling, and in a carnival theme, a fire-eater, knife thrower, cyclist, fortune-teller, and two mimes were scattered through the room. Only a few years earlier, Geffen had been laboring in the mail room at the William Morris Agency, arriving early every morning to intercept a letter from UCLA informing his employers that he had not, in fact, graduated from the school, as he had told them. Now the A-list celebrities who had patiently gathered in the posh ballroom measured how quickly Geffen, still only thirty-one, had scaled the entertainment industry’s highest peaks. The point was underscored when Dylan, the Band, and Cher (improbably, Geffen’s girlfriend at the time) serenaded the crowd with a twenty-minute mini-concert.1 Bob Dylan didn’t play many private parties.
         

         
         It was a triumphant moment for Geffen, but the party could just as easily have been a celebration of the stars and moguls
            who mingled around him. They, too, stood at a pinnacle. Los Angeles in 1974 exerted more influence over popular culture than
            any other city in America. That year, in fact, the city dominated popular culture more than it ever had before, or would again.
            In movies, music, and television, the early 1970s marked a creative summit in LA that transformed each of those industries.
            The “New Wave” that revitalized Hollywood, the smooth Southern California sound that ruled the album charts and radio airwaves,
            the torrent of groundbreaking comedies that brought new sophistication and provocation to television’s prime time—all these
            emerged from Los Angeles. Working just blocks from one another in film, recording, and television studios around Sunset Boulevard,
            living in Brentwood and Beverly Hills or amid the flickering lights of the Hollywood Hills, a cluster of transformative talents
            produced a sustained burst of pop culture mastery and innovation. “There was a tremendous feeling of anything [is possible],”
            musician Graham Nash remembered. “What do you want to think of? We can do anything. What do you want? What do you want to
            do? Where do you want to go? What do you want to play? What album do you want to make? There was no end to [it]. We were in
            this pool of, like, magic stuff, and it was rubbing off on everybody.”2 Linda Ronstadt, a few years behind Nash in the climb to stardom, felt the same way: “LA was a lens that American culture
            was focused through in those days,” she recalled, “like Berlin before World War Two.”3

         
         Those producing some of their career’s greatest work in Los Angeles at this time included Robert Altman, Warren Beatty, Peter Bogdanovich, Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas, Jack Nicholson, Gordon Parks, Arthur Penn, Roman Polanski, Martin Scorsese, Steven Spielberg, and Robert Towne in film; Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young, Jackson Browne, the Eagles, Carole King, Joni Mitchell, Linda Ronstadt, James Taylor, and Bill Withers in music; and Alan Alda, James L. Brooks, Allan Burns, Larry Gelbart, Norman Lear, Mary Tyler Moore, Carroll O’Connor, Rob Reiner, and Gene Reynolds in television. Behind them were legendary executives, agents, and managers, including Lou Adler, Clarence Avant, David Geffen, Berry Gordy, and Mo Ostin in the music industry; and in film and television, Barry Diller and Michael Eisner (first at ABC and then at Paramount), Robert Evans (of Paramount), and Robert Wood (of CBS). “I don’t know what was in the air or in the water, but everything from Malibu to Hollywood was magical,” said Irving Azoff, who rode the Southern California wave to fame and riches as the combative manager of the Eagles. “The restaurants were magical, the clubs were magical, the people.”4 It was an “extraordinarily creative period,” remembered Michael Ovitz, a Los Angeles native who became the entertainment
            industry’s most powerful agent during the 1980s. “The birth of phenomenal music artists, the birthing of Spielberg and of
            Lucas and Coppola and Scorsese—all these filmmakers came out of nowhere.”5 Danny Kortchmar, a prominent rock session guitarist and collaborator with Carole King and Don Henley, summarized it more
            succinctly when he recalled of Los Angeles at that time that “You couldn’t throw a rock without hitting a genius.”6

         
         Los Angeles has had other great periods in film (the years around World War II), television (the “golden age” of the 1950s
            and the peak TV era that has gathered momentum through the twenty-first century), and music (the hip-hop revolution of the
            later 1980s and ’90s). Yet, the early 1970s was the moment when all three of these industries simultaneously reached a creative
            peak—and 1974 stood as the absolute pinnacle of this cultural renaissance. For Los Angeles, those twelve glittering months
            represented magic hour.
         

         
         In film, 1974 saw the release of Chinatown, The Godfather Part II, The Conversation, and the great Vietnam documentary Hearts and Minds; the filming of Nashville, Jaws, and Shampoo; and the completion of the first-draft screenplay for a space adventure called Star Wars. In television, the year brought together the transformative comedies All in the Family, M*A*S*H, and Mary Tyler Moore (along with the Bob Newhart and Carol Burnett shows) on a CBS Saturday schedule that has been called the greatest night in television history. That year, Joni Mitchell, the Eagles, Jackson Browne, and Linda Ronstadt all issued career-redefining albums on Geffen’s label, and Bob Dylan and the Band and Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young mounted record-setting concert tours with him. A fresh breeze blew through even the state’s politics that year, when California elected Edmund Gerald “Jerry” Brown Jr. as its youngest governor in decades. 

         
         The great art produced in early 1970s Los Angeles was socially engaged, grappling with all the changes and critiques of American
            life that had rumbled through society during the 1960s: greater suspicion of authority in business and government, more assertive
            roles for women, more tolerance of premarital sex, greater acceptance of racial and sexual minorities. All these are now dominant
            (if still not uniform) attitudes in America, but they were not widely accepted before they were infused into the movies, television,
            and music emerging in this period in Los Angeles. Popular culture became the bridge between the mass American audience and
            once-insurrectionary ideas that developed on the vanguard of the social and political movements of the 1960s. That bridge
            has proven unshakeable over the past half century. Even at their moments of maximum electoral influence (the presidencies
            of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush and the first years of Donald Trump’s turbulent reign), conservatives often lament that
            they have won the political battle but lost the culture. In the struggle for control of popular culture, Los Angeles during
            the early 1970s was the right’s Gettysburg or Battle of the Bulge: the moment when it definitively lost the war.
         

         
         Very few would have predicted this outcome just a few years earlier. Even into the late 1960s, none of the entertainment industries reflected the social changes coursing around them. Hollywood, at a low ebb financially and artistically, was dominated by bloated historical epics and musicals; television, operating under the theory of what one top executive labeled the “least objectionable program,” narcotized American households with a deadening array of rural comedies; and while rock music ruled the AM airwaves, the record labels had not yet accepted the idea of the album as a coherent artistic and social statement. Within a few years, all this had changed, and the artists based in Los Angeles functioned as the fulcrum of the shift. By the early 1970s, the music, movies, and television emanating from Los Angeles all reflected the demographic, social, and cultural realities of a changing America much more than the nation’s politics did. At a time when Richard Nixon won two presidential elections with a message of backlash against the social changes unleashed by the sixties, popular culture was ahead of politics in predicting what America would become. 

         
         Though the city was not yet the liberal political bastion it would grow into, Los Angeles emerged as the capital of cultural opposition to Nixon. The critique of contemporary America that had been stymied in politics by Nixon’s victories in 1968
            and 1972 was channeled into an outpouring of artistic creativity. In their works, the artists of Los Angeles offered an alternative
            to the martial and material consensus of Nixon’s America. Films portrayed America as suffused with hypocrisy (Shampoo, Nashville) and built on corruption (Chinatown, Godfather II); television shows (led by All in the Family, M*A*S*H, and Mary Tyler Moore) brought tensions over the Vietnam War, the “generation gap,” race relations, and the sexual revolution into the nation’s
            living rooms; and classic albums from artists such as James Taylor, Carole King, Joni Mitchell, Jackson Browne, and the Eagles,
            while less outwardly political than their film and television counterparts, chronicled the search for new markers of meaning
            in life beyond the yardsticks of suburban success that listeners had been raised on—what Mitchell, in her anthem “Woodstock,”
            had called a way “back to the garden.” Frustration over the Vietnam War, disgust at the systemic corruption of Watergate,
            and alienation from the constricting values of Nixon’s heralded “silent majority” infused all these works like fog rolling
            in from the Pacific.
         

         
         Across the movie, music, and television industries alike, this cultural shift rested on the same economic foundation: the rising buying power of the Baby Boom, the masses born in the period ranging from 1946 through 1964. In 1955, about 31 percent of all Americans were between ages five and twenty-five. By 1970, that proportion had grown to nearly 38 percent. Including everyone younger than twenty-five raised the number of young people in 1970 to nearly half the entire population.7 In raw numbers, there were nearly twenty-five million more Americans younger than twenty-five in 1970 than there had been
            in 1955.8 Nixon’s victories had squashed the political emergence of this giant generation, but its economic force was felt as, in sequence,
            the music and movie industries (both starting around 1967) and the television networks (following more fitfully around 1971)
            reconfigured themselves to meet Boomers’ cultural preferences.
         

         
         Under the inescapable smog that still blanketed the city, Los Angeles in the early 1970s was poised between its parochial
            past and its global future. The city was not yet the cosmopolitan metropolis it would become. LA’s social elite mingled at
            a small collection of A-list restaurants: the Bistro, Trader Vic’s, La Scala, Dan Tana’s, Chasen’s. The music scene revolved
            around an equally modest roster of clubs: the Ash Grove, the Rainbow, the Whisky a Go Go, and above all, the Troubadour, just
            east of Beverly Hills, until its dominance was challenged by the Roxy, on Sunset Boulevard. Much of the city’s social life
            revolved around parties in private homes, the Bel Air mansions of Hollywood producers or the funky Laurel Canyon bungalows
            of the rock elite. The social circuit covered only a small distance across the city’s Westside. The beach was a distant wasteland,
            Santa Monica crowded with retirees, and Venice a dark and dangerous den of artists, junkies, and schizophrenics shouting in
            the street. Downtown Los Angeles was a ghost town. The big East Coast department stores had not even opened LA branches yet.
            The Los Angeles Times was just emerging from its insular, arch-conservative past to pursue its ambition of becoming a world-class newspaper. Control
            of City Hall finally shifted in 1973 from longtime mayor Sam Yorty, an erratic midwesterner who held power in his final years
            by overtly appealing to white anxiety about racial change, to African American Tom Bradley, a dignified and reserved former
            police officer who became the first Black mayor of a mostly white large city. The model and actress Anjelica Huston, who arrived
            just before Bradley’s victory in the spring of 1973, wrote later that “Los Angeles was a small town then; it felt both incredibly
            glamorous and a little provincial.”9 Huston arrived from Manhattan, leaving a tumultuous relationship with a brilliant but erratic fashion photographer that had immersed her in the nocturnal Andy Warhol demimonde of the Lower East Side. Bright and sunny, healthful and relaxed, Los Angeles then seemed to her “the antithesis of New York,” as she recalled. Unlike New York, “there were no rats in the trees, no smell of urine on Third Avenue.” Huston rode horses through Griffith Park and planted wisteria, dahlias, and chrysanthemums behind her house on Beachwood Drive. “It was like a big garden to me,” she remembered of LA in those years. “After those years in New York, it was like the land of milk and honey.”*10

         
         Huston’s attitude toward LA’s great rival was telling. New York’s reflexive dismissal of Los Angeles as a vapid desert of
            silicone and sunburn always rankled some in Los Angeles. But LA in the early 1970s no longer sought validation from New York,
            which was spiraling into municipal bankruptcy and reeling under crime and urban decay. “I think the east was totally confounded
            by the west,” Huston remembered. “LA could not have cared less. LA knew that it was having its moment in the sun.”11 Azoff’s biggest client, the Eagles, engaged in a running feud with East Coast music critics, but the band always felt more
            resentment than anxiety about the skepticism it faced from those voices. Like LA’s other great artists at the time, the Eagles
            knew they were part of something special. “My snobby East Coast New York friends . . . were trying to claim, ‘We’re the cultural
            center of the world,’ and you had all this shit going on in Washington,” said Azoff. “But it was here.”12

         
         This moment of cultural and political renaissance in Los Angeles was fragile and fleeting. From within, it was hollowed out by a raging drug culture that cut through the music and film communities like wildfire. An array of outside forces, consolidated around 1975, also truncated this moment of peak Los Angeles influence. The release of Jaws that year shifted Hollywood’s focus from the auteur visions of the early 1970s to the summer blockbusters that revived (and,
            in their own way, eventually consumed) the studios. With the release of Bruce Springsteen’s Born to Run and the rise of the punk rock movement, the center of musical energy in 1975 shifted back to New York (and from there, on
            to London). And the adoption by the television networks in early 1975 of “the family hour,” under pressure from the first
            stirrings of the religious right, disrupted the edgy comedies that dominated the early 1970s and heralded the programming
            shift that would lead the blandly nostalgic Happy Days to supplant Lear’s All in the Family as the top-rated show by 1976. Most of LA’s signature artists continued to enjoy huge commercial success (in some cases,
            such as the Eagles and Linda Ronstadt, growing success) through the later 1970s, but they no longer drove the cultural conversation
            as they had earlier in the decade.
         

         
         The passing of LA’s cultural preeminence captured a much larger change in American life. The most memorable works of early
            1970s Los Angeles—from Chinatown to All in the Family to Jackson Browne’s great album Late for the Sky—emerged from the collision of sixties optimism with the mounting cynicism and pessimism of the seventies. They exposed the
            hypocrisy and inequity of modern American society, but almost all of them also clung to the hope that society could still
            change for the better. These works derived much of their energy from the friction between the harsh truths they laid bare
            and the gentle hope for a better world they nurtured, as if cradling a dying flame. But with each passing year, the hard realities
            of life in the 1970s—from long lines at the gas pumps to political scandals to defeat in Vietnam—made that hope harder to
            hold. Once the cultural balance tipped from optimism to resignation, around 1975, the LA renaissance flickered. When the last
            hopes that America might fundamentally transform after the 1960s faded, so, too, did LA’s moment as the center of popular
            culture.
         

         
         The early 1970s represented a confrontation between a massive younger generation intent on change and a political order controlled by older generations opposing such change. That struggle, between those who welcomed and resisted new attitudes and arrangements, has echoes today in the conflicting visions of a president who mobilizes a political coalition focused on restoring a more racially and culturally homogenous America and the huge Millennial generation (and Generation Z, emerging just behind it), who celebrate America’s transformation into a kaleidoscope nation of ever-multiplying racial, ethnic, and social diversity. Just like the sixties generation, the Millennials and their younger siblings have changed the culture more quickly than they have changed politics. But America’s diverse emerging generations will inevitably stamp their priorities on the nation’s politics as well, even if those priorities evolve over time. Today, the Millennials and Generation Z, the two big cohorts of Americans born after 1981, represent a larger share of the total American population than the Baby Boomers did even at their peak.13 The huge spasm of youth-driven protests for greater racial justice that erupted nationwide following the murder of George
            Floyd in the spring of 2020, the largest sustained wave of public protest since the 1960s, may only hint at how thoroughly
            these younger generations will change the terms of discussion in American life through the decades ahead.14 One clear lesson from American history is that while the voices resistant to change may win delaying battles in politics,
            they cannot indefinitely hold back the future.
         

         
         Perhaps the best way to understand this lesson is to explore the last time the culture was demonstrably ahead of politics
            in predicting what America would become. When I interviewed Jackson Browne for this book, I asked him to identify the most
            creative period in Los Angeles music he had experienced. Without hesitation, he answered, “Last night.”15 There’s truth to this: the city’s capacity to inspire invention and innovation remains undiminished. But this capacity coalesced across all the arenas of popular culture to the greatest effect in the early 1970s, and particularly in the twelve months of 1974, when Los Angeles reached the zenith of its cultural influence. In the next twelve chapters, this book follows movies, music, television, and politics in Los Angeles month by month through that transformative year. The story begins in January, when the creative lives of three longtime friends who had climbed by very different routes to the peak of the movie business converged with spectacular results. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
January
Hollywood’s Fall and Rise

         
         Jack Nicholson and Warren Beatty did not know each other well during the 1960s. By some accounts, they did not meet until
            the fall of 1970, at a joint party for the casts of the movies Carnal Knowledge (which starred Nicholson) and McCabe and Mrs. Miller (which Beatty headlined), both of which were filming around Vancouver.1 But Beatty remembers meeting Nicholson at least once before that, over dinner with Paramount executive Robert Evans at the
            celebrated old-school Hollywood restaurant Musso and Frank.
         

         
         Once Nicholson and Beatty did meet, they bonded quickly. Beatty recalls that he “was quite knocked out by Jack” in his breakthrough
            role as a southern lawyer in Easy Rider in 1969. “I didn’t know Jack very well,” Beatty recalled, “but I remember I liked him.”2 Nicholson, self-conscious about his frail physique and receding hairline, was even more impressed with Beatty. “Now that’s what a movie star is supposed to look like,” he told one friend.3 Nicholson, who assigned nicknames to almost everyone he met, reverently called Beatty “the Pro,” in deference not only to
            his acting skills but also to his success with women.*

         
         But during the 1960s, Nicholson and Beatty occupied opposite poles of the Hollywood hierarchy and had little reason to cross paths. Though Beatty was born only three weeks before Nicholson in 1937, their careers had unfolded along very different timetables. Beatty became a star with the release of his first movie, Splendor in the Grass, in 1961. Nicholson, who had arrived in Hollywood years earlier, didn’t attract much notice until Easy Rider, and even that was in a supporting part; his first starring roles didn’t come until Five Easy Pieces, in the fall of 1970, and Carnal Knowledge, in summer 1971.
         

         
         Though Beatty was much more established when he began his friendship with Nicholson, the two interacted as equals from the
            start. And there was surprisingly little rivalry between them, despite their sometimes being considered for the same parts.
            (Robert Evans, who revered both men, tried at least fleetingly to recruit each of them to play the title role in The Great Gatsby and Michael Corleone in The Godfather.)4 Anjelica Huston, the radiant young model and actress who began a long-term romance with Nicholson soon after she moved to
            Los Angeles in 1973, thought that rather than feeling competitive, the two men “sort of enjoyed” each other’s success. “They
            enjoyed their differences, I think,” she recalled. “And they both had enough to share. It’s not like Jack’s phone wasn’t ringing,
            and I’m sure Warren’s was.”5

         
         It helped that the two men gravitated toward very different sorts of roles. Beatty often gave his characters feet of clay,
            but they were still romantic leading men parts: even his outlaw Clyde Barrow, in Bonnie and Clyde, though apparently impotent, was glamorous. Whereas Nicholson initially played earthy, disillusioned antiheroes: George Hanson,
            the dissolute lawyer in Easy Rider; Bobby Dupea, the rootless piano prodigy drifting through blue-collar jobs and indifferent romances in Five Easy Pieces; Jonathan, the bitter womanizer in Carnal Knowledge. To many in Hollywood at the time, Nicholson, though the same age as Beatty, seemed to belong to a younger generation, both
            in the parts he chose and the uninhibited way he portrayed them. “Jack was always hipper than Warren, and everyone knew that.
            He just was,” Huston said. “Warren was much more a product of the old school, and I think if you watch Splendor in the Grass and you watch the way Warren acts, it’s a slightly different thing. I think Jack was on the attack, and the thing about Jack’s appearance in Easy Rider is that he looks like he walked out of life [and] onto the screen, and Warren was never that. Warren was always a ‘Movie
            Star.’ Jack did something in Easy Rider that was like shorthand, it was like emotional shorthand, and so you fell in love with this guy, and he died over the course
            of the movie, and you’re devastated because you’d lost a friend. He had that effect. I don’t know that Warren ever has had
            that effect. He has this effect of ‘Oh my God, you are handsome,’ but not ‘Oh my God, you’d broken my heart.’”6

         
         In some ways, the two were unlikely friends. Nicholson was gregarious, sociable, happiest in a crowd; he was often surrounded
            by a motley pack of old friends and acquaintances he had met during his long climb in Hollywood. (“They were a band of brothers,”
            said Huston, who was thrust, not always comfortably, into the camaraderie when she began her relationship with Nicholson.
            “All of these people kind of hung out at Jack’s house, came over, smoke a joint, talk about whatever was going on in the day,
            hang out by the pool. They did a tremendous amount of . . . sports watching. It was a pleasant, laid-back atmosphere.”) Beatty
            was veiled, reticent, best known to many of his friends as a disembodied late-night voice on the phone. Nicholson, especially
            during the 1960s, experimented with virtually every drug available; Beatty, always reluctant to lose control, avoided drugs
            and even alcohol. Nicholson was prone to regaling his friends with extended riffs on any subject imaginable. “He was a bright
            guy who’s kind of an autodidact, and he had gotten into everything in the world that interested him with a passion,” said
            novelist and screenwriter Jeremy Larner, a longtime friend. “He was a guy who had five-year plans and ten-year plans. He was
            serious, and he would lecture on many subjects.”7 Beatty had plenty of opinions, too, but he didn’t dispense them as casually; he was most likely to answer a question with
            a question. “You don’t have a conversation with Warren; he asks you questions,” said Howard “Hawk” Koch Jr., a producer and assistant director who worked with Beatty on The Parallax View and Heaven Can Wait. “When you ask him a question, he doesn’t answer.”8

         
         On set, Nicholson took direction easily, and he generally avoided challenging the director or demanding script changes; Beatty,
            painstaking and terminally ambivalent, frequently insisted on unending takes of a scene, and he routinely argued about every
            possible artistic choice. “You’d go up to his penthouse at the Beverly Wilshire two to three hours a day and go through a
            whole argument,” recalled writer and director Paul Schrader. “You’d go back the next day and start at zero until, finally,
            you realized we will have the same argument over and over until he wins, and that’s when I realized why he was such a successful
            lothario. [He had] the infinite patience of the pursuer.”9 Costume designer Anthea Sylbert had an up-close look at both men in the early 1970s. She found Nicholson “the easiest man
            to dress—not from the way he’s built—but he’s extremely open and free about trying anything.” Beatty was more complicated.
            Everything looked great on him, she noted, but it usually took more conversation to get to that point. “Socially, he’s one
            of those people with a very short attention span,” Sylbert said. “But in a working situation, he’s relentless. Always asking
            questions about why you’re doing what you’re doing, whether you really think it’s right. He plays the devil’s advocate. He
            wants to know everything there is to know.”10 Still, Beatty and Nicholson had some common traits. Both had a genuine reverence for film history. They shared similarly
            liberal politics (though Nicholson never engaged with candidates, causes, or campaigns nearly as deeply as Beatty). And both
            believed that sexual inhibition was strangling American society. (One of the subjects on which Nicholson liked to lecture
            at length was the theories of Wilhelm Reich, an Austrian psychoanalyst who preached sexual freedom as the key to both personal
            happiness and social stability.) In practice, this translated into a shared interest in chasing women in prodigious numbers.
            When Anjelica Huston lived with Nicholson, she would often overhear his conversations with Beatty, especially in the months
            before the two men worked on their first film together, The Fortune, in the summer of 1974. “Jack and he became ever closer, and around the time of The Fortune, they were very, very tight,” she remembered. “So tight that when I would walk into the living room . . . Jack’s voice would drop and/or the tone would get more hushed until I would go upstairs or whatever. They were like schoolgirls together. There wasn’t much one could say about it.”11 Sometimes Nicholson and Beatty romanced the same women. Michelle Phillips, the radiant wild child from the defunct Mamas
            and Papas, began a serious relationship with Beatty in the summer of 1974, about a year after she ended her long-term romance
            with Nicholson; Beatty, a little earlier, had carried on an intermittent romance with the brilliant singer Joni Mitchell—“I
            did have a very nice relationship with Joni that lasted on and off, mostly off, sometimes on, for about a year and a half,”
            he says decorously, adding, “I was somewhat in awe of her talent”—who may have had an earlier turn with Nicholson.* (For her part, Mitchell always denied an affair with either man.)12 Carly Simon reported brief assignations with both men, her time with Beatty immortalized in at least part of the lyrics for
            her smash hit “You’re So Vain.”13 For a period in the early 1970s, flings with Nicholson and Beatty seemed almost as much a rite of passage for rising female
            celebrities as a profile in Rolling Stone or a Christmas vacation in Aspen.
         

         
         The friendship between Nicholson and Beatty was also reinforced, like a three-legged stool, by the presence of screenwriter
            Robert Towne. Towne was one of Nicholson’s oldest friends in Hollywood. The two had met in the mid-1950s, when they were still
            in their teens, in a celebrated acting class taught by the blacklisted actor Jeff Corey. Towne was working in a bank, and
            Nicholson as a messenger for the animation division at MGM, but Towne was convinced they were both going places. “Jack and
            I became best friends, and when I first saw him act or work in Jeff’s class, I came up to him and said, ‘Jocko,’ which we
            called him at that time, ‘you’re going to be a big movie star, and I’m going to write for you.’ And he said, ‘Yeah?’ And I
            said, ‘Yeah.’ Then we eventually became roommates and friends.”14

         
         Over the years, as they slowly climbed into Hollywood prominence, the two remained exceptionally close. Huston remembers spending the night with Nicholson for the first time in April 1973, at his house on Mulholland Drive. The next morning, when she came down the stairs after slipping back into her slinky long dress from the previous night, she found Towne, who had arrived for an outing to a ball game with Nicholson, already in the living room looking up “appraisingly” at her. “There I was in my evening dress, long, borrowed from my stepmother from the night before,” Huston remembered. “I never felt more naked in my life.” Nicholson boorishly called a taxi to take her home and disappeared with Towne.15

         
         Towne met Beatty much later, in the mid-1960s, at the office of the pioneering psychoanalyst whom both men used, Dr. Martin
            Grotjahn. Beatty read some of Towne’s work and liked it and brought him in to rewrite dialogue and rearrange scenes just before production
            began on Bonnie and Clyde; Towne even followed the production to Texas in the fall of 1966, for on-set repairs.16 The relationship between the three men was not entirely parallel. Many thought Towne treated Nicholson as a peer and looked
            up to Beatty. Still, Towne fought with Beatty much more, over both art and money, than he ever did with Nicholson. “Towne
            said that if he worked with Beatty, [Warren] was never satisfied. He would do a lot of rewriting and reediting and so on,”
            said Larner.17 Looking back, Towne is slightly more diplomatic: Nicholson tended to defer to writers, he recalled, but “Warren has an opinion
            about everything.”18

         
          

         In January 1974, the creative lives of these three men converged more directly than ever before. The result was two landmarks in Hollywood’s early 1970s renaissance. Chinatown, a movie Towne had written specifically with Nicholson in mind as the lead, was nearing the completion of its filming under
            the autocratic direction of Roman Polanski, who had returned to Los Angeles for the first time since the murder of his wife,
            Sharon Tate, in 1969. At the same time, preparations for the filming of Shampoo, which Towne and Beatty had written for Beatty to star in, were accelerating from Beatty’s suite at the Beverly Wilshire hotel. 

         
         Both projects had gestated for years. The germ of Chinatown had first flickered in Towne almost exactly four years earlier. He was in bed for several weeks with vertigo—friends considered
            Towne that rare hypochondriac who was often actually sick—when he read an article in the Los Angeles Times’ West magazine from mid-December 1969 entitled “Raymond Chandler’s L.A.” The article lovingly recounted how much of the landscape
            that Chandler described in his classic 1940s novels about detective Philip Marlowe remained intact in Los Angeles a quarter
            century later. (“The best time to see Raymond Chandler’s Los Angeles is when the shadows and the light allow you to see the
            city that was, to travel what he said were the ‘mean streets’ and know a little of the possibility of terror on each one.”)
            More important, the story proved the point with photos of stately homes in Pasadena and restaurants in Hollywood that still
            matched Chandler’s evocative descriptions.19 Lying in his bed, the room slightly spinning, Towne suddenly realized that it would be possible to film a detective movie
            set in the Los Angeles of the 1930s on location around the city. “It was sort of hangovers from the thirties, and I looked
            at them, and I thought, Holy shit, man. You could do a movie about LA, and there are places to shoot that, with judicious
            filming, would be exactly what LA was like in the thirties,” he remembered. “So, I thought, I’m going to do a movie about
            LA.”20

         
         Shampoo had an even longer and, appropriately enough, more tangled history. Beatty and Towne had talked about the movie for nearly
            a decade, having first formulated the idea even before Beatty brought in Towne for Bonnie and Clyde. In January 1974, to Towne’s astonishment, both projects were rapidly advancing. Chinatown shot its final scene late in the month, bringing the cast and crew, for the first time, to LA’s actual Chinatown neighborhood
            to film the movie’s grim finale. Meanwhile, during a break in the filming of Chinatown over Christmas 1973, Towne, Beatty, and Hal Ashby, whom Beatty had hired as director, hammered out the final script for Shampoo in ten days of concentrated work at Beatty’s residence in the Beverly Wilshire hotel.21 Some of the key members of the Chinatown crew—notably production designer Richard Sylbert and costume designer Anthea Sylbert (who was married to Richard’s twin brother,
            Paul)—were preparing to shift to Shampoo as soon as work on Chinatown concluded.
         

         
         Shampoo was seemingly as airy and sunny as Chinatown was labyrinthine and dark. In Towne’s screenplay for Chinatown, Nicholson’s J. J. Gittes is hired by a mysterious woman (Faye Dunaway as Evelyn Mulwray), ostensibly to determine if her
            husband is cheating on her. Nicholson, in classic film noir fashion, stumbles onto much more than he expected as he discovers
            that Evelyn’s father, Noah Cross (played by director John Huston, the father of Nicholson’s real-life girlfriend Anjelica),
            has both engineered a massive plot to control the city’s water and fathered a child with his own daughter. Polanski, in long,
            contentious rewriting sessions with Towne, revised the script to make it even darker.
         

         
         Shampoo was a sex comedy, starring Beatty as a Beverly Hills hairdresser sleeping his way through his clientele. And yet, beneath
            its glamorous surface, it shared a perspective with the noir classic that Towne and Polanski had fashioned. Both movies used
            an earlier time in Los Angeles to dramatize the corruption and decay that so many in Hollywood believed was consuming America
            in the Nixon era.
         

         
         After years of frustration, Towne could see his work blossoming all around him as 1974 began. “I was thirty-nine: It was great,”
            he recalled. “I remember talking to my mom about it and saying I never thought that I would reach the age of forty and feel
            that I had it made, because it didn’t look a year ago like there was a snowball’s chance in hell these movies would get made.”22

         
         It wasn’t only Towne who felt his fortunes brightening. Many writers, actors, and directors through the early 1970s found
            the studio constraints loosening, on subjects, language, style. “It was very exciting,” said Towne. “We could do whatever
            you could think, and that was just unique.” No other generation of filmmakers had been granted such freedom. “We were the
            first,” he said.23 This creative burst awakened Hollywood from the slumber that had numbed it to almost all the social and political tumult of the 1960s. “You could get away with more, and it was more entertaining, and everybody, older, younger, said, ‘Hey, this is more fun,’” Beatty remembered.24

         
         In January 1974, Beatty, Nicholson, and Towne all stood at the pinnacle of the New Hollywood that had emerged from these seismic
            changes. But they had followed contrasting paths to that peak. In the process, they experienced all the changes that tumbled
            Hollywood into cultural irrelevance during the 1960s and then rejuvenated it only a few years later with a burst of concentrated
            creativity unmatched since the film industry’s golden age, around World War II.
         

         
          

         Jack Nicholson wasn’t planning a career in show business when he arrived in Los Angeles in September 1954 to live with the
            woman he believed was his older sister, June.*25 Born in April 1937, Nicholson had spent his early years in small towns along the New Jersey Shore. After graduating from
            high school, he moved out to Los Angeles and soon got a job as a mail runner for the animation department at MGM. During Hollywood’s
            first golden age, in the 1930s and ’40s, MGM, under the imperious Louis B. Mayer, had been the first among equals, boasting
            “more stars than there are in heaven.” It was known both for prestigious dramas (Mrs. Miniver, Madame Curie) and extravagant musicals (from The Wizard of Oz to An American in Paris and Singin’ in the Rain), but as with all the studios, by the 1950s its horizons had contracted. With fewer movies in production, large sections
            of the massive lot were often empty. As Nicholson made his daily rounds delivering mail or fetching lunch, he saw more evidence
            of past glory than modern dynamism.
         

         
         Yet, within months, he had seen enough to decide that acting was his future. He joined a small theater group in Hollywood
            and scratched out some bit television parts on Matinee Theater and Divorce Court, two low-budget shows with production schedules that resembled track meets.26 This pace proved good training for Nicholson’s next decade at the margins of the film industry. He recognized he needed help
            climbing from those first low rungs on the ladder, and at the recommendation of friends in his theater group, he won a place
            in the coveted acting class taught by Jeff Corey. There he met Robert Towne.
         

         
         Literary and thoughtful, Towne initially envisioned a career as a journalist, but then, as an undergraduate at Pomona College,
            he read a collection of classic movie reviews from Time and The Nation by James Agee, the novelist, journalist, and screenwriter. “I vividly remember reading one of his reviews—which were great,
            as you know—which said, ‘I’ve often been bored by a bad play, but I’ve never been bored by a bad movie,’” Towne recalled.
            “It changed [everything] for me. At that time, it was true, because B movies were very energetic and a lot of fun; even if
            they weren’t terribly good, they were never boring. And so, I thought, What the hell. I love movies, and this guy can certainly
            write—and he does, too—I’m going to be a screenwriter. And I made up my mind then that that’s what I’m going to do.”27

         
         After college, Towne found jobs in a bank and, later, selling houses. But Corey’s class allowed him to nurture his artistic
            aspirations. Even then, Towne believed his future was as a writer, not an actor, but he found the exercises in Corey’s class
            helped him understand “what made for effective writing.”28 And the class created a constellation of friends who encouraged and consoled one another as they moved through the triumphs
            and setbacks of love and work in their early twenties. From the inner ring of contemporaries in Corey’s class, such as Sally
            Kellerman, Carole Eastman (who would write Five Easy Pieces for Nicholson), and Dean Stockwell, the network expanded in concentric circles with friends of friends and acquaintances made during the intermittent moments of work on television or the sets of B movies. Fred Roos, a UCLA graduate and army veteran working unhappily as an agent at mighty MCA, joined the circle when he represented the actress wife of Nicholson’s friend and sometime writing partner Don Devlin. Monte Hellman, a brainy and reserved director with a Stanford degree, became friendly with Nicholson during the filming of a low-budget Roger Corman (another Corey alumnus) movie. These friends, Nicholson said later, became a “surrogate family. . . . It’s like we all grew up together.”29

         
         Living mostly in Hollywood, scratching for their first success, Nicholson and his friends spent their days on a circuit of
            coffee shops, jazz bars, acting classes, small theaters, art house films, auditions, and irregular moments of work in television
            or B movies. “Jack and Towne and Monte Hellman and Carole Eastman—we did everything together,” Roos recalled.30 During the days, they would compare prospects and wax philosophical at coffee shops like the Unicorn, Club Renaissance, and
            Chez Paulette; at night, they would gather at Barney’s Beanery or play darts in a bar called the Raincheck Room.31 They read Kerouac and Ginsburg and Sartre (or at least claimed they did), listened to Dylan, smoked pot and hash, and experimented
            with LSD. Nicholson threw parties that floated on gallons of cheap Gallo red wine and ended, he recalled, with newly minted
            couples rattling the headboard in every room in his house. “I guess you could call them orgies by the strictest definition,”
            Nicholson said later.32 Above all, they flocked to art house theaters such as the Coronet on La Cienega Boulevard and the Beverly Canon Theatre in
            Beverly Hills, which played the latest missiles from the French and Italian New Wave. “You could see everything, and we did
            see everything,” remembered Roos. “It kept us going.” Hellman and a few friends even organized their own “New American Film
            Society,” which twice a month screened hard-to-find foreign films and forgotten Hollywood gems.33

         
         The one place that this young generation did not look to much for either inspiration or work was the major Hollywood studios, which they regarded as something like the pyramids, the decaying remnants of a collapsed civilization. The circle could talk “unendingly” about Truffaut, Fellini, and Godard and dissect the latest imports from Europe, but apart from a few heroes like Elia Kazan and Billy Wilder, “we would rip the studio stuff that was coming out,” Roos remembered. “They would make movies they thought were for young people, but they were beach party movies,” he continued. “But anything that was edgy or offbeat or avant-garde—there was no interest whatsoever.” Towne, trying to find his footing as a writer, recalls thinking that the studios in those years were producing “absolute shit.” (In retrospect, he has softened his verdict on films such as The Sound of Music.) Accordingly, they spent little time trying to get noticed at the major studios. “You couldn’t crack it,” said Roos. “It
            was such that you didn’t even try. You just knew it was a closed door, and it was.”34 Ensign Pulver, a loose sequel to the 1950s navy-themed hit Mister Roberts, was the only major studio film in which Nicholson won a part in these years. It quickly sank at the box office in 1964.
            Television provided steadier paychecks for Nicholson, who needed the work after his marriage to actress Sandra Knight in 1962
            was followed by the birth of their daughter, Jennifer, in 1963. But Nicholson’s trademark intensity, already apparent in these
            early years, wasn’t easily contained on the small screen. Roos once arranged for Nicholson to work a few days on an Aaron
            Spelling show, The Guns of Will Sonnett. “In television they had never seen acting like Jack’s,” Roos remembers. “It was not television acting. [People said,] ‘Who
            is this guy you brought in here?’ I think they fired me from it.”
         

         
         To the extent that Nicholson and his friends found film work in the early 1960s, it was almost entirely in the low-budget
            B movies that subsisted at the Hollywood fringe. Producers like Roger Corman and Robert Lippert, at Twentieth Century Fox,
            “were open to the offbeat guy and for the wild, ready-to-conquer-the-world directors and writers,” as Roos puts it. For many
            in Nicholson’s generation, Corman became a critical source of work, if not a munificent one. The director didn’t pay much,
            but he did offer responsibility to young people who couldn’t wrangle a day pass at the major studios, including directors
            Francis Ford Coppola and Peter Bogdanovich. “He gave people a chance whom he thought had some talent, and he paid for it,”
            Bogdanovich said. “He threw you in the water and said, ‘Swim,’ and if you didn’t swim, that was it.”35

         
         Nicholson cycled through a procession of modest (often fleeting) roles for Corman, sometimes with dismal results (a stilted
            turn in Napoleonic garb during The Terror), sometimes more happily (a brief-but-energetic role as a masochistic dental patient in The Little Shop of Horrors). Both artistically and financially, these opportunities frustrated Nicholson as much as they encouraged him. But they were
            the best opportunities available to him in an era when, as Roos recalls, “the image of a young leading man was James Darren;
            it was not somebody who looked like Jack Nicholson.”
         

         
         For Nicholson and the cerebral Monte Hellman, the opportunity to produce something more substantial came when Roos shifted
            to a new role. After his stint as a mail room clerk and then an agent at MCA, he landed a job working for Robert Lippert,
            a cigar-chomping producer who made B movies that filled out the bottom of double bills for Fox. Roos convinced Lippert to
            green-light two action movies that he, Roos, would produce back to back in the Philippines. He picked Hellman to direct both
            of them and signed Nicholson to perform in them and to double as a screenwriter on Flight to Fury. When cast and crew arrived on set in the Philippines, they found the shooting conditions predictably spartan (and bug-infested),
            but Roos, Hellman, and Nicholson were all happy to be working at something they would leave their fingerprints on, even within
            the limitations of the budget and genre. Still, they were frustrated when Lippert shelved the second film they produced, Back Door to Hell, which Nicholson had structured more as a spoof than a conventional caper film.
         

         
         The product was more polished, but the results not much more satisfying, when Hellman and Nicholson reached another deal with
            Corman—who, characteristically, convinced them to shoot two Westerns after they approached him with the idea for one. Once
            again, Hellman would direct, and Nicholson would perform in both while writing one of them, Ride in the Whirlwind. The duo hired Nicholson’s old Corey classmate Carole Eastman to write the other, The Shooting. Filmed in Utah during the summer of 1965, the two movies were opaquer and more elliptical than typical Westerns, with philosophic
            musings outnumbering gunfights. Both films were evocative—in Hellman’s direction, the vast landscapes towered over the protagonists
            as if mocking the futility of existence—but The Shooting in particular played more like an unfinished allegory than an actual story. The movie showed Nicholson’s growth as an actor, and it provided the filmmakers a succès d’estime that acquired a cultlike following over the years. But once again, a movie Nicholson hoped would raise his profile instead
            disappeared almost without a trace.
         

         
         In the years since Corey’s class, Towne hadn’t progressed much further. He had sold a few television scripts (episodes for
            The Lloyd Bridges Show, The Outer Limits, and The Man from U.N.C.L.E.), but other than some work for Corman, he could not point to any of his scripts on the big screen. Still, his and Nicholson’s
            friends expected great things from both men. “Jack had this thing,” said Roos. “He didn’t look like any young movie star at
            that time, but I saw how he could take over the room just by walking in, the force of his personality and his style and his
            kind of irreverence. I knew that would transfer to film.” And Towne, Roos thought, “was deeply intellectual, sophisticated,
            [had] incredible taste, and we knew what was in him to come.” As Roos recognized, their problem hadn’t changed much since
            their first days in Los Angeles: “Everybody,” he said, “had to get their foot in the door.”36

         
         Gaining a foothold in Hollywood was never an issue for Warren Beatty, and yet he, too, found his frustration mounting through
            the decade. For Beatty, the early 1960s were vastly more comfortable and financially rewarding than for Nicholson or Towne,
            but they didn’t yield much more work of consequence.
         

         
         Born in Virginia to a Baptist family in March 1937, Beatty took an early interest in theater and film. After attending high
            school in the Washington, DC, suburb of Arlington, Virginia (where he starred in football), he spent just a year at Northwestern
            University before moving to New York City to try his luck as an actor. (His older sister, Shirley MacLaine, who performed
            under a variant of their mother’s maiden name, had made the same journey a few years earlier.) Handsome, veiled, and amorphously
            alienated in a manner reminiscent of Montgomery Clift or James Dean, Beatty touched many of the familiar stations of the cross
            for aspiring serious actors in the late 1950s: classes with Stella Adler in New York and appearances on prestige television
            showcases (Studio One, Playhouse 90).
         

         
         His breakthrough came in 1959, when he was noticed by playwright William Inge, who had chronicled midcentury sexual and social angst in a succession of hit plays that also became hit movies through the mid-1950s, including Picnic (with William Holden and a young Kim Novak) and Bus Stop (with Marilyn Monroe). Inge, who was gay, was entranced by Beatty and recommended him to Elia Kazan for the lead in Splendor in the Grass, a screenplay Inge was writing. Kazan, a titanic figure in both New York theater and Hollywood film circles—he had directed
            Marlon Brando in A Streetcar Named Desire and On the Waterfront and James Dean in East of Eden—hesitated about Beatty, but he finally cast him as the male lead across from Natalie Wood.37 Splendor was an over-spiced stew of alienation and repression with a great deal of earnest emoting and nebulous teenage dread, but
            it made Beatty a star, and the studio doors that were closed to Nicholson and Towne were flung open for Beatty.
         

         
         He took full advantage. Beatty never considered himself a rebel; he didn’t want to overthrow the studio system so much as
            master (or seduce) it. As with Inge and Kazan, he showed a precocious determination to court successful older men as mentors.
            After Splendor’s success, those opportunities multiplied. “I was very fortunate, because my first picture was Splendor in the Grass, written by a great playwright, Bill Inge, and a great director, Kazan, and dealt with what I think is a uniquely American
            subject . . . the consequences of American sexual puritanism,” Beatty remembered. “The picture was a hit, and so I was treated
            very nicely by people like Jack Warner and David Selznick and Sam Goldwyn, and these people who were very instrumental in
            the development of movies.”38

         
         Beatty befriended the old moguls whom Nicholson’s circle tended to see as dead weight. “They were still hanging in there,”
            Beatty said, “and I got to know that generation very well. I was completely interested in hearing how David Selznick’s movies
            got made.” He also courted veteran directors such as George Stevens (Woman of the Year, Shane, Giant), Fred Zinnemann (High Noon, From Here to Eternity), and William Wyler (The Best Years of Our Lives, Ben-Hur). “[Wyler] was a person I could call and say, ‘What do you think about such-and-such?’ and he’d say, ‘They’re full of baloney,’” Beatty remembered. “He would tell me of arguments that he had had with Sam Goldwyn, for instance, whom he loved. Sam Goldwyn would tell me the other side of the argument.”39 While Nicholson and his friends were talking for hours about the films of Godard, Truffaut, or Jean Renoir, Beatty was spending
            hours talking with the directors themselves, all of whom he met within years of becoming a star. “I was very lucky,” he recalled.
            “I had access.”40

         
         For the decade’s first half, Beatty lacked much competition for the role of Hollywood’s bright young male star. Though actors
            such as Robert Redford, Dustin Hoffman, Nicholson, and Al Pacino were roughly the same age as Beatty, none of them broke through
            to stardom until later in the 1960s or, in Pacino’s case, in the early 1970s. “Because of the success of Splendor in the Grass and my age, I had the field somewhat to myself until about sixty-six,” Beatty said, “when other people my age started to
            come up. But [by then] I had been around for quite a while.”
         

         
         In one respect, Beatty took full advantage of this open field. Starting with a young Joan Collins and then moving on to Natalie
            Wood, Leslie Caron (who was married at the time), and Julie Christie, detouring tirelessly through starlets, models, dancers,
            and even hatcheck girls, he embarked upon a succession of romances, flings, and dalliances that became Hollywood legend. From
            his home in a penthouse suite at the Beverly Wilshire, which he cluttered with books, scripts, newspapers, and room service
            trays, he received a procession of beautiful women. He drove down Sunset Boulevard in his black Lincoln Continental, a shark
            inside a whale, and flirted with women in the next lane.41

         
         But in terms of his film output, Beatty didn’t have much to show for his years alone as Hollywood’s Next Big Thing. After
            Splendor, he courted Tennessee Williams for the role of Paolo, an Italian gigolo in Williams’s overheated novella The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone. The movie sank quickly and earned Beatty the first in a succession of disdainful reviews from Bosley Crowther, the chief
            film critic of the New York Times. Four months later, he hit the pavement even harder with the release of the aptly titled All Fall Down in April 1962. The dismal response to Roman Spring and All Fall Down unnerved Beatty enough that he didn’t work again for sixteen months, the first of many extended breaks throughout his movie
            career. But when he returned, his choices weren’t any better. Lilith, in 1964, and Mickey One, in 1965, would make it four consecutive bombs he had headlined.
         

         
         Mickey One was by far the most contemporary and ambitious of Beatty’s movies through the mid-1960s and marked his first collaboration
            with director Arthur Penn. The film was energetic and stylish, and it had some ideas in its head, but it was also obscure,
            disjointed, and heavy-handed. Still in his twenties, Beatty buckled under the weight of playing its existential hero, appearing
            alternately stiff and overwrought. “I was somewhat unenthusiastic about the obliqueness of Mickey One,” he recalls.42

         
         Most critics sneered, and viewers once again shrugged. “In those days, you could open a movie in one theater, and the movie
            opened at the Little Carnegie in Manhattan,” Beatty remembered. “So, I called the next day, and I said, ‘How did we do?’ The
            guy said, ‘How did we do?’ I said, ‘How much money did it do?’ He said, ‘Well, thirteen dollars.’ I said, ‘Thirteen dollars?’
            I said, ‘Is that good?’”43

         
         From enigmatic existential angst, Beatty then retreated to the tepid waters of mid-sixties sex comedy. Promise Her Anything, filmed with real-life girlfriend Leslie Caron in London, had a more risqué frame (a Greenwich Village courtship between
            Caron’s widow and Beatty’s director of soft-core porn films), but the soul of a late 1950s powder puff romance. Kaleidoscope, which he filmed next in London, in early 1966, was another mess, a mangled pastiche of romance and adventure in which Beatty
            plays an international playboy and master gambler who is also somehow a cat burglar with world-class forgery skills. It flopped,
            too.
         

         
         Beatty enjoyed his time with Caron in swinging mid-1960s London, but the creative energy around him only underscored how much
            his own career had stalled, now half a decade after his breakthrough in Splendor. Beatty rarely admits to doubt, and he claims he wasn’t worried that his career was drifting. Looking back, he says, “I probably should have been worried,” but the failures didn’t rattle him at the time, he insists, “because people were offering me big commercial movies, and I was comfortable in turning them down.” Others around him weren’t entirely as sanguine. “He was always very deliberate, very careful,” said Towne, who was getting to know Beatty after their meeting in the office of psychoanalyst Martin Grotjahn. “He knew that things had to change.”44

         
          

         This was the story of Hollywood through the mid-1960s: the insider road taken by Beatty and the outsider path that Nicholson
            and Towne trudged along each led to a dead end. During these years, amid the rumbling changes shaking America, the film industry
            seemed nothing so much as exhausted. Though the blacklist that exiled some of the industry’s brightest lights (along with
            plenty of didactic journeymen) had slowly receded in the late 1950s, Hollywood still recoiled from almost any kind of political
            controversy. The industry’s Production Code, largely unchanged since its adoption in 1934, still severely limited portrayals
            of sex and anything that even hinted at what the code defined as immorality (from adultery to homosexuality); this left a
            huge opening for the hard, sexy, and propulsive imports from Italy and France that exhilarated Towne, Nicholson, Beatty, and cinema buffs in art houses around the country.
            In those years, Beatty noted, “If you wanted to see at any age a nude human being” in a movie, “you better go and look at
            an Italian movie or a French movie.”45

         
         Like an elderly neighbor drawing the blinds against a shout in the street, Hollywood looked away from the drama unfolding
            around it. It responded to the sexual revolution with the cotton candy, Doris Day–style comedies that had already seemed flaccid
            when Dwight Eisenhower was president. While protesters were marching for civil rights and chanting against the war, students
            were clashing with police on university quads, and cities were burning with riots, Hollywood stubbornly looked backward for
            inspiration. Well into the mid-1960s, it released a steady procession of World War II movies, Westerns, musicals, and above
            all, gargantuan historical epics. Films in those categories dominated the list of top-grossing movies through the early 1960s,
            including How the West Was Won, Lawrence of Arabia, and The Longest Day (about D-day) in 1962; Cleopatra in 1963; Mary Poppins and My Fair Lady in 1964; The Sound of Music and Doctor Zhivago in 1965; and The Bible in 1966. Almost the sole concession to changing attitudes from the studios in those years that found a big audience was the
            icy violence and cool sexuality of Sean Connery’s James Bond movies.
         

         
         The weakness for the epic was a remnant of The Ten Commandments–era conviction that Hollywood’s best weapon against television was grand vistas on giant screens. Twentieth Century Fox started
            the rush in 1953, when it released The Robe in the new widescreen technology of CinemaScope.46 Though critics panned the movie, an early gust in the decade’s sandstorm of sword-and-sandal biblical epics, audiences flocked
            to the big new screens. The other studios rushed to develop their own larger-than-life projection systems: VistaVision, Paravision,
            Vanascope, Vistarama, Glamorama, and assorted attempts at 3-D moviemaking.47 “People didn’t know quite what to do,” Towne recalled. “Television had knocked out the commercial effectiveness of movies,
            and that gave rise to VistaVision, CinemaScope, every imaginable thing, and some big movies that were spectacles.”48

         
         This tendency toward the grandiose produced a few great movies, such as Lawrence of Arabia and Doctor Zhivago (both from David Lean), but mostly it yielded bloated, windy, and expensive potboilers that strained the patience of audiences
            and studio accountants alike. Even success bred failure. After Hollywood released the three beloved and highly successful
            musicals that topped the box office in 1964 and 1965, Mary Poppins, My Fair Lady, and The Sound of Music, the studio lots from Culver City to Burbank hummed for years with song-and-dance numbers. Yet the elephantine products that
            emerged from this assembly line (Doctor Doolittle; Mame; Hello, Dolly!; Camelot) could hardly have sounded more off-key in the world of Pet Sounds, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and Blonde on Blonde. A handful of films through the early 1960s captured the exciting new rhythms and disorienting tensions of American life:
            Billy Wilder’s The Apartment, in 1960; John Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian Candidate, in 1962; and Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, in 1964. Still, through the decade’s first years, Hollywood more than justified the acid verdict that Dustin Hoffman later applied to it: “New York was Arthur Miller. Hollywood was Bonanza.”49

         
         The corner office looked every bit as tired as the sound stage. Death and decline finally loosened the grip of the old moguls
            who had ruled Hollywood since its inception. “I remember walking into Warner’s as a young agent . . . and nobody was around,”
            recalled Michael Medavoy, later a top production executive at United Artists and Orion. “You could have fucking dropped a
            bomb at Warner Bros. I walked around looking in offices and seeing who’s there. The guy who was there was a guy named Mervyn
            LeRoy, who had done a bunch of movies in the thirties and forties. But other than that, you didn’t meet anybody. It was like
            an empty lot.”50 Barry Diller, then a young ABC executive leading the network’s negotiations to acquire Hollywood films to show on air, had
            an upfront view of how far the studios had fallen in those years. Even as august a presence as Arthur Krim, the dignified
            head of United Artists and confidant of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, needed Diller’s cash to keep his books in the
            black. “Because the movie companies were doing so badly, I was their money juice,” Diller recalled. “I was the difference
            between whether they would report a good or a bad year.” In his overheated office with his three-piece suit, Krim would ask
            Diller to structure the contracts so that the movies were technically available months before ABC actually planned to show
            them, so he could legally report the income from the sale and show better results to UA’s parent company Transamerica Corporation.
            “We would do things where I would agree not to air the film but to make it technically available . . . so he could report the income,” Diller says. “Literally every four to six months, Arthur would call me and
            say, ‘I need you to do this,’ and I would say, ‘Of course,’ and then I got all the UA movies [for broadcast on ABC].”51

         
         The weekly box office numbers measured the industry’s decline. From 1950 through 1960, weekly admissions in movie theaters fell by more than half, from just over 3 million to slightly more than 1.3 million. With only occasional interruptions, the weekly admission numbers continued to sink through the 1960s, dropping to just 927,000 in 1967. Higher ticket prices cushioned the blow but could not entirely offset the public’s declining interest: box office receipts in 1967 were lower than in 1956. Admissions would dwindle even further at points over the next several years and would not cross the million-per-week mark again until 1974.52

         
         But even as the studios staggered, 1967 marked the turning point in the industry’s fortunes, not only financially but also
            artistically. And a critical lever in the turn was Beatty’s determination to achieve more control over his drifting career.
         

         
          

         Control had always been important to Warren Beatty. He quickly acquired a reputation for wrestling with directors over every
            aspect of his films, but even that amounted to shifting a brush stroke on someone else’s canvas. When his friend Charles Feldman
            offered him the chance to co-produce and star in a new film, Beatty pounced. The movie, called What’s New Pussycat after one of Beatty’s signature seduction lines, was intended as a comic look at what he called “the hypersexual male. I
            wanted to show that hypersexuality was not necessarily a symptom of latent homosexuality, and I thought that could be funny.”53 To rewrite the script, he enlisted a young comic he had seen in New York named Woody Allen. Beatty’s position in the project
            deteriorated from there. Allen’s revisions of the script steadily increased his role and diminished Beatty’s. Then Beatty
            objected when Feldman insisted on casting his latest girlfriend in the film. “I thought, I’ll walk off the movie, and they
            can’t afford to do it without me, and I learned within a few days that I was wrong,” Beatty said. Feldman replaced Beatty
            with Peter O’Toole, then at his post–Lawrence of Arabia peak, and added Peter Sellers to the cast for good measure. “They didn’t need me,” Beatty said. “He had Peter Sellers, who
            was, at that time, you’d have to say, the biggest movie star in the world, and also Peter O’Toole, who was more important
            than I was . . . So, I had to do some thinking. That’s when I thought, I have to be in control. I don’t always have to be
            in control, but I want to do a movie where I am in control.”54

         
         Beatty’s response proved a genuine hinge in Hollywood history: in November 1965, just after Mickey One came and went from the theaters, he bought an option on a script by Robert Benton and David Newman, two young Esquire magazine employees who had been inspired by the French New Wave to write a movie they called Bonnie and Clyde.55 Though set during the Great Depression, their screenplay about two glamorous young bank robbers crackled with the disdain
            for authority and cool indifference to conventional morality that was gathering momentum through the 1960s. Benton and Newman
            were determined, as they put it, to make a movie “about what’s going on now.”56

         
         The screenwriters spent two years unsuccessfully pursuing a home for their idea. Even after Beatty became involved, the movie
            did not advance quickly. A long list of prominent directors turned down Beatty, including some of his older-generation friends,
            who would have been spectacularly miscast for the material, such as William Wyler and George Stevens.57 Arthur Penn said no as well. Beatty counted a dozen rejections. “From the beginning, everyone in the world turned him down,”
            said Towne. “It was a joke: If he’d had a dog, the dog would have turned it down.”58 Eventually, Beatty pivoted back to Penn, whose disillusion with the film business had only deepened after producer Sam Spiegel
            reedited his next movie, The Chase, without his approval.59 “Initially, Arthur didn’t want to do it,” Towne remembered, “but both their careers were floundering.”
         

         
         Towne joined the effort, too. Beatty had liked a script Towne had written for Corman, a Western called The Long Walk Home, and he brought Towne in to polish and reorganize the Bonnie and Clyde script. The film shoot in Texas was predictably arduous. Faye Dunaway, cast as Bonnie, was tightly wound and skittish, a
            racehorse stepping around broken glass. Beatty and Penn argued incessantly (though, both men felt, productively), and Beatty,
            as producer and star, for the first time faced the weight of balancing a dual role. Every day, logistical and financial demands
            swarmed around him like summer flies. Yet, with those twin burdens, he appeared happier on a movie set than ever before. “It
            seemed like there was a lot of responsibility, but he kind of took to it like a duck to water,” said Towne.60 Remembered Beatty, “It was not hard. It would have been hard for me not to [play both roles]. I think I had learned a lot about making movies.”61

         
         When Penn and Beatty completed the shoot, the movie’s challenges had only begun. Beatty haggled with censors over the graphic violence and sexual content. (Was that
            a button or a nipple as Dunaway’s Bonnie descended the stairs? Beatty convinced censors it was the former, though he knew
            it was the latter.) Jack Warner never wavered in his hatred for the film, and the studio’s marketing and distribution arm
            in New York fully shared his distaste.62 Even after Bonnie and Clyde was released in August 1967, it mostly received negative reviews. Bosley Crowther, Beatty’s bête noire, not surprisingly
            was the most scathing, but even some critics who might have been allies were cool, including Andrew Sarris at the Village Voice and Joe Morgenstern of Newsweek.63 The turning point came when Morgenstern reconsidered and wrote a second review the next week, reversing his verdict and praising
            the film. This highly unusual move generated more attention than if he had initially delivered a positive notice.64 Then Pauline Kael unfurled a monograph-length rave in The New Yorker. In December 1967, Time magazine put the movie on its cover a remarkable sixteen weeks after it was first released.65 By February 1968, Bonnie and Clyde had received ten Academy Award nominations and Warner Bros., under Beatty’s relentless prodding, finally released the movie
            into wide distribution. This time it found a big audience.
         

         
         Bonnie and Clyde made the first fortune for Beatty (whose deal with Warner Bros. had been heavily tilted toward back-end profits the studio confidently expected would never exist). It also coined the on-screen persona that would become Beatty’s signature: sexy and restless, captivating but elusive, a dreamer defeated by yearnings that remained always beyond his grasp and often beyond even his power to describe. Dunaway’s stylish wardrobe (especially her beret, a subtle nod to the French New Wave) made her a fashion icon. Although set decades earlier, the movie caught the cultural moment of the late sixties: a society hurtling without exact destination from what it had known to something new. As with Bonnie and Clyde themselves, the destination didn’t seem as important or as exhilarating as the journey. Beatty wasn’t targeting the young—“I thought it was a daring movie, and people of all ages wanted to see something that was taking a chance”—but young people adopted Bonnie and Clyde as symbols of style, liberation, rebellion.66 With its jarring violence, which carried echoes to Penn of both Vietnam and urban riots; its sleek sexuality; and its disdain
            for sources of authority ranging from the banks to the police, Bonnie and Clyde drove a big hole through the high wall that had separated Hollywood during the 1960s from the changes unfolding in the country
            around it.
         

         
         Mike Nichols’s dark, sexy film of The Graduate, Charles Webb’s novel, as adapted by Buck Henry and starring an unknown Dustin Hoffman in his career-making role, punched
            another hole in the wall. Released later in 1967, The Graduate condensed the generation gap into a single bedroom, as Hoffman’s Benjamin
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