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    Foreword


    In a career that spanned sixty years as a playwright, screenwriter, and producer, Richard Maibaum never wrote a textbook. He easily might have. He wrote many plays while a student in speech and dramatic arts at the University of Iowa in the late 1920s. One of them, The Tree, was produced on Broadway while he was still a student. Two of his plays subsequently became Hollywood films while eleven of his plays were produced or published. Four of them were produced on Broadway in the 1930s and in one multiple production by the Works Progress Administration or the WPA Federal Theatre Project.


    In 1935, he went to Hollywood and commenced a career as a screenwriter/producer, and writer of television properties—a career that he was still actively pursuing at the time of his passing at the beginning of 1991. Along the way, he interacted with many students and colleagues who often sought his artistic opinion.


    He was always pleased to see younger talent enter the field and succeed and see contemporaries do well. Absorbed with his writing for stage and screen, he did not have time to write his ideas about creative writing. However, he was often invited to speak about his work and the writing process at universities and various organizations.


    He was born in the Bronx, New York City, on May 26, 1909. After attending New York City public schools, notably Evander Childs High School (where he met his future wife Sylvia Kamion), he attended New York University, University Heights campus on a scholarship. After a year and a half there, he left and resumed his studies in the Midwest at the University of Iowa, Iowa City, a school well-known as a demanding, challenging, spirited, innovative school in the areas of his interest. He majored in speech and dramatic art and minored in English, graduating summa cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa. The Tree, which he wrote at college, won the interest of a Broadway producer and was produced on Broadway while he was still an undergraduate.


    He continued on at Iowa receiving the master of arts degree in 1932, during which he continued writing plays while pursuing his other mandated classwork. The Tree was the first anti-lynching play to appear on Broadway. Another play, Singing Acres, dealt with the terrible problems faced by Midwest farmers during the Depression. Meeting a group of German Jewish refugees in London in 1933, he was inspired to write, Birthrights A Play of the Nazi Regime. It was the first anti-Nazi play produced on Broadway. The use of the pen to shake peoples’ consciences and inspire others to a new understanding of problems and issues of the time was a motivating interest of his.


    All during his schooling, he also developed his talent as an actor. He played Shylock in The Merchant of Venice at age sixteen, the title role of The Hairy Ape, and many other parts at the university and had experience in summer little theaters in New England. After completing his studies at the University, he spent a year with a Broadway Shakespearean repertory company directed by B. Aiden Payne. He played seventeen different roles. And at twenty-two, he was the youngest Iago ever to appear on Broadway!


    Some of his plays were in a lighter, humorous vein. Later in the thirties, he poked fun at the dealings of attorneys during the Depression (See My Lawyer), and the insurance business (Sweet Mystery of Life). Many years later, he was to reflect, “Time has changed, but it seems that the behavior of people today is not that much different in these areas than when I first wrote about them.”


    After the Broadway production of Sweet Mystery of Life, he was brought to Hollywood by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer or MGM and pursued what was to become a rarely paralleled career of fifty-five years writing and producing films. Ultimately, he was credited with writing, producing, and both writing and producing or cowriting sixty films. He worked in Hollywood until World War II when he was immediately commissioned a captain. He spent four and a half years in the Army attaining the rank of lieutenant colonel.


    In his work with the United States Army, signal corp combat films division, Richard Maibaum assembled and organized information films for the public, films for military personnel, and histories of the war. One series of seven-hour-long films dealing with the war produced by his division was entitled, Why We Fight and featured respectively segments that dealt with “the prelude to war,” the initial Nazi successes, the progression of Axis alliances and Allied initial efforts, the Battle of Britain, the battles in Russia, the war in China, and American’s entry into the War.


    Other efforts resulted in a “know your enemy” series. Some of the material collected by the division during the War was used to produce series seen many years after the end of the War, by the public, chiefly on televisions like the Victory at Sea series and Battle Line. He made some documentaries in the service, such as Appointment in Tokyo and The Liberation of Rome,1 and a documentary called Twenty-Seven Soldiers, and one of the branches under him produced a five-hundred-reel comprehensive history in film of the War.2


    His work explored many different themes and backgrounds. They Gave Him a Gun in the 1930s was an anti-war film. The changing world situation later brought forth I Wanted Wings, a story about training for war! It was about the need for building air power in the months before America’s entry into the war. He was credited with the first major Westerns, large-production efforts in Hollywood. Prior to those, Western films had been small production, low-cost endeavors. Two of his major Westerns in the 1930s were Bad Man of Brimstone and Twenty Mule Team both of them starring Wallace Beery. Some of his films had historical backgrounds, such as Ten Gentlemen from West Point and The Day They Robbed the Bank of England. He was meticulous and thorough in his research for all his projects.


    Working in the new medium of television in the 1950s, he cowrote Fearful Decision, the teleplay version of his and Cyril Hume’s play, Ransom!, other teleplays, program episodes, and vignettes, some of the latter adapted from earlier short stage plays of his. Then came the Bond films commencing with Dr. No in 1962. He has credits of thirteen Bond films! His role in these pictures needs no elaboration here. He is credited with thirteen of these films.


    He was indeed an innovator as reflected in his work. Birthright was the first anti-Nazi play produced on Broadway. The film Bigger Than Life, with James Mason, was the first film dealing with medication abuse, and one of the first dealing with substance abuse. He wrote a play, less well remembered today, in the 1930s that was possibly the first play or other property to talk about what the United States would be like if run by a fascist, authoritarian government with a racist policy (Wanted and A Deluge). It came well before contemporary literary and television and film properties like Amerika, Fatherland, and the Philadelphia Experiment II. He wrote and produced one of the first films about the world of espionage, a predecessor of the spy film, O. S. S. (1946), starring Alan Ladd. And very early in his career, he wrote They Gave Him a Gun, a film about a demobilized World War I veteran who through perceived necessity gravitates into the world of organized crime.


    All along the way, he was always helpful to young writers and colleagues. Not primarily interested in being a teacher, he was invited to teach at the University of Iowa, however, for a year in the early 1950s. Again, a screenwriting assignment took him back to Hollywood. He interacted with and came to know scores of others interested in stage and film around the country who went on to pursue active careers in either medium. Enormously erudite, precise, and concise in how he described things and in how he wrote, he did extensive scholarly research on every project. Had he chosen alternatively to pursue an academic career he doubtlessly would have been the mentor and guide to students of film or theater.


    He did leave us, however, comments on his field of work.


    Over the years, he wrote articles for magazines, and gave lectures and speeches of a more academic orientation intended for the more selective university or university communities. And he was interviewed on various occasions. The copies and transcriptions of these have been collected and are presented here.


    The editors and compilers of this volume have collected his work here and faithfully reproduced it as it was, without adding or detracting anything. The only emendations to each piece of writing have been, in some cases, footnotes felt to be helpful to the reader about less well-known subjects and persons.


    These lectures, presentations, and interviews hopefully will convey to the reader and to students of theater arts and film pertinent, reflective and collective observations that he made about his work. They relate the distilled essence of what he found to be important in different areas of his work. Their major points should be useful to colleagues and students in the fields in which Richard Maibaum worked and to which he devoted his time and energies. And his Hollywood anecdotes will doubtlessly interest Hollywood moviegoers.


    His papers, research, plays, and filmscripts are preserved in the Special Collections Library of the University of Iowa. Copies of the filmscripts may also be found at the Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Beverly Hills. Copies of some of his television properties may be found in the Library of the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences (or ATAS) in Burbank, and copies of award-winning scripts may be found in the Library of the Writers Guild of America in Los Angeles.


    The interested student of the world of Hollywood and Broadway is encouraged to read Richard Maibaum’s screenplays and plays with an effort to analyze those components held to be so important in drama school and film school. But he or she should also consider and think about what Richard Maibaum says here. It has been said, “Make wisdom and knowledge that you possess survive after your time and you will continue to live, with it.”


    Richard Maibaum would want that for any student of his or of his work. He said on well more than one occasion, the most important thing perhaps a man can do is to show others how to do that which he can do. Finally, another statement that he himself would have fondly passed on to students and colleagues is an opinion from close to two thousand years ago, found in the Midrash, a commentary on the Bible, “Who shall bring redemption after all others have tried to and have failed? They who can make us laugh.”


    Sylvia Kamion Maibaum


    April 30, 1998


    Los Angeles, California

  


  
    Part I


    General Lectures, Presentations, and Essays

  


  
    On Russian Drama (Invited Address, University of Iowa, 1947)


    A speech delivered by Richard Maibaum at the University of Iowa, Department of Speech and Theater Arts, March 1947.


    For some inexplicable reason, Professor MacGowan usually asks me to discuss Russian plays. Not being an expert on the subject, and having no particular qualifications outside being a professional screenwriter-playwright with a reasonably extensive knowledge of dramatic literature, I am forced to the conclusion that he always thinks of me for this assignment because he first knew me as an ardent youth who rarely got a haircut. Yes, I’m sure it’s the memory of my unusually long hair which somehow associates me in his mind with Chekhov, Gorki, Andreyev, Gogol, and Ostrovsky. Since those days I’ve discovered it isn’t necessary to look like a fella with a poetic soul in order to be one and visit my barber with reasonable regularity. But first impressions, they say, are the abiding ones, so I suppose that even if I someday grow as bald as Charles Boyer he’ll still hold my appearance in his mind’s eye as a somewhat stout version of the young Leon Trotsky. Please understand I’m speaking from a sartorial and not a political viewpoint.


    Although it’s hard to forget politics when you think about Gorki’s plays. They derive a great part of their effectiveness from the social background against which they were written. Indeed, it is my belief that without that background and kind of play Gorki invariably wrote could not have been successful from either a popular or artistic standpoint. His loose construction, his blunt and clumsy plot progression, his irrelevant dialogue digressions, all his other weaknesses, would be disastrous except for the great overall theme that seems to tie everything together—man’s inhumanity to man. That theme, or the Russian equivalent of it, was in his mind, his characters’ minds, and in the minds of the audience. There was a rapport between them before the curtain even went up. I think this was evidenced by the fact that almost all his plays were, except for a few notable exceptions, poorly received by the bourgeois press, and well received by the public with, again, a few exceptions.


    Officialdom, the discredited intelligentsia, entrenched and entrenching forces all hated Gorki’s plays. The people approved of them. Like the audiences of the old Greek plays they enjoyed the demonstration over and over again of a single great theme. With the Greeks it was man’s struggle against the fate the Gods had prepared for him. With Russian devotees of Gorki it was man’s struggle against the exploitation to which his Russian masters subjected him.


    “There is no true and just land,” says Luka. “But we must look for it anyway.”


    Just so the Greeks had said, “You can’t win against the Gods but you must keep on struggling.” (Events for a time made Russians think they could find or had found the true and just land. I wonder how many of them still think so today?) When you read or see a Gorki play you had better keep the background against which they were written in mind or you’re very likely to be disappointed. The only reason they still stand up at all is because of Gorki’s gift for characterization and his humor. And I think we have there the subject of this discussion.


    As writers and would-be writers of plays, what can we learn from Gorki’s plays, and especially from his masterpiece, The Lower Depths? I think it is this. If you have striking characters truthfully and effectively revealed your play can overcome great faults. If you haven’t got those characters you can’t possibly overcome even slight ones. One of Broadway’s current hits, I Am A Camera, is a good example of this. It is nothing but a series of loosely connected incidents but its characters are so well-delineated and so moving that the play overcomes what would ordinarily be considered faulty construction. I have a notion that I Am A Camera is indicative of a trend in playwriting. The three mediums—theater, movies, and TV—are more and more taking on a character of their own.


    In the theater, the most popular form is the musical. Next comes plays of great emotional intensity dealing with characters and themes censorable according to motion picture standards. It is the motion pictures that are presenting, for the most part, melodramas of scope which are well plotted. And in TV, outside the comedians, everything is crime and crime is nothing but plot. The pun is intended. Next time you watch the television go from station to station and, excepting forms of variety and quiz shows, just count the number of programs that are nothing but plot, plot, plot. The characters are usually all stock. The only thing of interest is the twisting and turnings of the story in order to achieve suspense and interest.


    Member of the Wedding was another example. Here was a play that had hardly any plot at all. It consisted almost entirely of an almost psychopathic emotion generated inside one character—a girl who wanted to accompany her brother and his bride on their honeymoon. Added to that was the relationship between a Negro servant girl, an adolescent girl, and a little boy. This trio and their affection for each other was written with such warmth, understanding, and beauty, that I, for one, came back after each act only for the pleasure of continuing to participate in it. I thought the main idea of the play was silly, but somehow the character relationships generated such satisfaction that it overcame all my other objections. Death of a Salesman really had very little plot in the conventional sense, but the characters generate such overpowering emotion it doesn’t matter. It would only get in the way. Mind you, I am not saying that a play which has both a good solid plot and excellent characterizations isn’t really more satisfying. Come Back, Little Sheba which I enjoyed as much as any play I’ve seen in years is a good example of such a play. A man living with a slatternly woman has been fighting alcoholism. He had given up medicine to marry her when she was young and lovely and become a vet. Disappointment in his career and in his wife urge him to drink, and he struggles against it manfully. A young girl boards with them, and reawakens in the man his sense of the beauty of life—then he discovers the girl is having an affair with a local muscle man and intends to marry her fiancé anyway. The blow sends the man into a raging drunk in which he comes home and tries to kill his wife with an axe. He is taken away to the hospital and his wife tries to go back to her folks but is turned down by them. She decides to “grow up,” as it were, and when the husband comes out of the hospital he recognizes this and together they face the future, whatever it might bring. Here is a play that has both plot (a story) and wonderful characterizations. I was completely satisfied.


    In the Lower Depths what is the plot? I suppose you would have to say that Vassilissa, jilted by Pepel who is in love with her sister Natasha, pretends to accept the situation, and even offers Pepel money—if he will kill her husband. Luka, a pilgrim, overhears this, and tells Pepel to go away. Pepel and Luka convince Natasha to go with him, but Vassilissa overhears this (Ouch!) and with her husband pours scalding water on Natasha’s feet. A minor character objects and starts a fight with the husband and in the scuffling Pepel wallops the husband who falls and gets killed. Vassilissa accuses him and he in turn accuses her of egging him on to kill her husband. Natasha who is really a screwy character then refuses to believe that Pepel had rejected Vassilissa’s plan and disappears while Pepel and Vassilissa are taken to jail. Such is the plot. You can realize how disjointedly the play is constructed when you recall that there is no scene between Pepel and Vassilissa or Pepel and Natasha in the first act. Not one. And that neither Vassilissa, Pepel, Natasha and, naturally, the husband, appear in the last act. You wouldn’t think it possible that a play constructed like that could be effective! Woven around this main story are at least seven others, although you can’t really call them stories, or even subplots. There is the one about the key maker Klestch and his unloved wife, Anna, whose death desolates him; there is a Mohammedan stevedore who is going to lose his hand; a drunken actor who hopes to cure himself, falls off the wagon, and commits suicide; a romantic prostitute who keeps an impoverished nobleman; a kind of Greek chorus ex-murderer and cardsharper, Satin; a policeman who gets fired and marries a fat, wary widowed dumpling-maker; and Bubnov the tailor, or whatever he is, who saves up a little capital as he calls it and then drinks it all up. His wife had run away with his assistant. I think there are one or two more, including a kind of village idiot who goes around spreading gossip and lying down in the street daring people to run over him. All this is given unity by the location, the cellar, where they lodge, and the overall theme that all these people and their dislocated lives are the victims of an unfair social order.


    But what really holds all this together today? Nothing more or less than superb writing. These people are so original, funny, sad, so dumb, so wise, so stripped of all pretenses (except the prostitute), so good, so evil, above all so human, that they provide superb entertainment. Gorki was a great humorist. And that too is why he and almost he alone has been able to successfully write this kind of play against the background which we spoke of before.


    I don’t advise any but great writers and great humorists to attempt it. But I also want to point out again, the ability to depict wonderful characters in an entertaining and truthful way is probably the greatest asset a dramatist can have. Be mindful of plot construction, but be constantly aware that real characters make a play live, and nothing else. Concentrate on that. The Lower Depths is a splendid example of a play that breaks almost every rule of conventional playwriting and is still, in my opinion, a great play. All I know is that I enjoy it more every time I read it.

  


  
    The Social Role of the Motion Picture (Invited Address at the University of California at Los Angeles, 1950)


    Speech delivered by Richard Maibaum at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA), November 1950


    I’m going to start this talk with a whopping half-truth…which I’ve found, by the way, is a pretty good average…


    When I was told that the subject matter I was to discuss was the Social Role of the Motion Picture a statement instantly occurred to me which I had heard at a heated meeting recently sponsored by the Johnson office in an effort “to raise the moral standards of the industry.”


    An excited and frustrated producer, who claimed he was being hampered in the creation of good entertainment by the Johnson office regulations, shouted, “Fellas, let’s face it! We’re selling blood, sex, and money! Without them we’re dead!” That’s the half-truth. We are selling blood, sex, and money, because they have always been the staples of entertainment…all the way from Sophocles to Shaw. What was half untrue about the statement was the way this particular producer wanted to sell those eternally attractive commodities?


    As a matter of fact, if he and people like him continue to sell blood, sex, and money in the way they have in the past they will be dead…stone-cold dead in the marketplace. But we’ll come back to that later.


    Obviously, the first and foremost function of the motion picture is to provide mass entertainment. A good show was, is, and always will be the best therapy to apply for the bruises of life—escape, catharsis, identification, release—call it what you will, it all comes down to a way to forget your troubles…and laugh and cry at somebody else’s. It’s a funny thing, though… That somebody else is really you…and so you’re actually laughing and crying at your own troubles and thus make them bearable.


    Which reminds me of a card we once received after a preview which said, “Best tragedy I ever saw. Laughed my head off.”


    Yes, the number one job of the motion picture is to entertain millions of people. Man does not live by bread alone…he needs the circus too…and the motion picture is a magical kind of dream circus where we’re both spectators and performers and all as pretty as Gable or Grable. Take your pick.


    Incidentally, it might be interesting for you to know that 60 percent of the people who go to the movies are under thirty years of age, and a majority of those are under twenty. Which would seem to indicate that a dark place to hold hands is at least as much a lure as the title of the film being shown. I often wonder whether the so-called Main Attraction exerts as potent a draw as the sideshow in the balcony. Indeed, one might say that going to the movies plays a much greater role socially than the pictures themselves. I think we can safely say that Young America lives most of its puppy love life in motion picture houses. And that’s a good thing too. After all, nothing very drastic can happen in a crowd…and munching popcorn at that. I firmly believe that the movies are here to stay until the Television people figure out a way of getting Mom and Pop and Aunt Agatha out of the living room.


    But seriously. I think the main social role of the motion picture is so clearly understood we don’t have to discuss it any further. I’m sure what was wanted today was consideration of the subsidiary social functions of films. So let’s consider them.


    I suppose others have told you that the powers that rule the industry are not interested in socially enlightening or culturally uplifting audiences. Again we have a half-truth.


    They are interested in those worthy objectives—if it is also profitable. I’m reminded of a certain important producer who reluctantly permitted the production of the movie The Story of Louis Pasteur. Paul Muni had set his heart upon playing it, but the idea was so novel, so untried, that the head of his studio had no way of measuring the possible success of such a picture. Hence, he was understandably hesitant about investing money in it. There had never been such a film before. What guarantee did he have that audiences would accept it? So a deal was made.


    Muni agreed to make a second film which the studio had great faith in and which he had previously turned down. I think it was Bordertown, but I’m not sure. So Pasteur went before the cameras. I’m sure you all know what it was about. One day at the rushes while the executives were looking at a close-up of a slide full of bacteria as seen through a microscope, the big boss could stand it no longer.


    He jumped out of his seat and shouted, “This is insanity! We’ll chase the audience right out of the theater! Boys and girls they want, and we’re giving them germs!”


    It goes without saying that the very same man forgot his dire predictions in the excitement and pleasure of being presented with an Oscar for having produced the Best Picture of the Year. So you see, by trial and error and accident and under pressure from creative actors, writers, and directors, the powers that be discovered that social enlightenment and cultural uplift could be profitable too. The reason we don’t have many pictures of the same quality as “Pasteur” is that they are difficult to make, just as any work of art is difficult to create.


    And not just works of art either. So many people in other businesses and professions ask me, “Why are movies so bad?”


    I invariably ask them. “Sir, what business are you in?”


    Let us assume the reply is, “The dress business.” I then ask them a simple question, “Why are most dresses so god-awful?”


    Or if he says, “I’m a doctor!” I ask him, “Why do so many people die?”


    Or if he’s a teacher, “Why are most lectures so dull and so many people with college degrees ignorant?”


    Most human activity is mediocre. To do anything well is unusual. Frankly, I think it perfectly amazing that some pictures are as good as they are, rather than that so many are as bad. The heads of studios want to make good pictures. It’s just difficult to do it.


    And that brings us to an important question. What criterion should we use in judging films? What motion pictures are socially valuable? Here’s a simple yardstick. Does this film enable a person to participate in a worthwhile experience? Now a sermon in a church is undoubtedly an enlightening discourse and listening to it should be eminently worthwhile, but I’m not talking about that kind of edification. I’m talking about worthwhileness in terms of the theatrical medium. And in a way in terms of all artistic media.


    Does watching this picture, or play, or hearing this symphony, or seeing this painting, or reading this novel, does it enrich my personality? Does it make me more understanding? Does it make me happier? Does it so engross me that the time I take to observe it is so full of enjoyment that I am not conscious of its passing? If the play or film is fashioned inexpertly I am prevented from participating in the experience it attempts to depict…or if it is well-fashioned the experience it asks me to share may not be worthwhile. I saw a film produced by Leni Riefenstahl glorifying Hitler and all his monstrous works. It was done superbly from a technical standpoint and yet any decent human being would reject participating in the experiences it unfolded. It was thus a bad film. And yet a silly little Mickey Mouse can give us true moments of lightheartedness and delight. That’s a good film.


    And this brings us to the question of responsibility…the responsibility of those who make films to the people for whom they make them. And this is responsibility in the sheerest social terns. Now we are really getting close to the heart of our subject. We all know the tremendous effect motion pictures have upon the tastes, habits, morals, of the public.


    I wrote a film called I Wanted Wings and a slim young unknown then named Constance Moore was cast as the bad girl. The Paramount hairdressing department came up with a brand new hairdo for her—a kind of rag mop motif that covered half her lovely face. The girl’s name was changed to Veronica Lake and a few weeks after the picture was released millions of girls were going to the beauty shops and asking for a sheepdog coiffure. Privately, I’ve often wondered how many girls were spattered with how many assorted fruits after the film in which Jimmy Cagney hit his ladylove in the face with a grapefruit. Alan Ladd once told me he has received as many as eighteen thousand fan letters a week. Think of it! The staggering influence exerted by how he looks and what he does on the screen. And I must say that Alan is aware of it and has certain taboos which he will not do on the screen because of the effect they might have on his following.


    Speaking very frankly there is much in our pictures that tends to vulgarize, to brutalize, and to distort, much that panders to low taste and cheap salaciousness. And I am not talking so much about those matters that the Legion of Decency objects to. I resent all pressure groups that attempt to censor the screen. Actually, most of the Bible could not be filmed as set down, and hardly a great piece of literature could be made into a film as written. This is wrong. Because it tends to create a special motion picture version of the world which simply isn’t true. Too often audiences find difficulty in participating in the experience depicted by a film because they instinctively sense this false perspective which distorts and offends taste and reason.


    I feel I must say something in behalf of the Johnson Office, however.
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