
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



TThhee  CCuurrddlliinngg  ooff    

AAMMEERRIICCAANN  

HHIISSTTOORRYY  ''MM''   
The Exodus that transformed Hollywood  
from Starlit Mecca to Celebrity Babylon 
 

by Nick Zegarac  

 

 

"The distance between your life and that life in film was 

enormous. That was part of the success." 

- Sydney Pollack  

 

     Hollywood's major studios were to lose much of their 
autonomy through government intervention in the mid-1950s 
that effectively splintered their monopolistic kingdoms into 
little satellite companies made almost extinct by the television 
ŀƎŜΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƭƛǾŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƻƭΩ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǳƴƛƻƴ 
and guild-busting found little use from the sudden infusion of 
young talent that effectively exposed, then dismantled 
Hollywood's saintly surface glamour throughout the 1960s and 
beyond. All that Hollywood had allowed up until that point had 
come to an end ς violently, suddenly and with casualties on 
both sides of the lens.  
 
Gone was the star system that once seemed so necessary for 
the industry to survive. Stripped of their flesh and blood 
assets, studios transformed themselves into modest 
production companies, leasing their facilities and logos to 
independent interests on a picture by picture basis. A few 
were bought outright by non-film producing entities. MCA, a 
talent agency, acquired Universal Studios. Warner Brothers 
briefly became associated with Seven Arts and then Kinney - a 
shoe company, before merging with Time Publications and 



then, internet provider AOL in a move that nearly crippled both 
companies.  
 
After a bitter round of corporate struggles, Las Vegas financier 
Kirk Kerkorian purchased MGM, selling off its assets to the 
highest bidder. Ted Turner bought the film classic library for his 
cable apparatus; TCM. MGM's studio facilities went to Lorimar 
Telepictures - later taken over by Sony Corp. Priceless props and 
costumes were traded at one of Sotherby's grandest auctions for 
a song. Literally thousands of animation cells from the old Tom & 
Jerry cartoons, hundreds of thousands of production stills, scripts 
with original director and star notations, sheet music written by 
the likes of Max Steiner and Victor Young were unceremoniously 
dumped into trash bins - left for the accidental collector to 
discover and later hoard in their basements.  
 
MGM's superior back lot, comprising sets from nearly every 
period in history met with a wrecking ball so that the land could 
be sold for condos. And all of this needless pillaging was merely 
done in service of Kerkorian's desire to build two glitzy hotels in 
Nevada; one, the Las Vegas MGM Grand that met with its own 
fiery end on the morning of Nov. 21, 1980.  
 
Still others studios found themselves changing hands like the 
discard in a poker game. Selznick International, which had been 
the old RKO-Pathe back lot, morphed into Desilu under the savvy 
business sense of Lucille Ball and Desi Arnez.  
 
PREVIOUS PAGE: TOP: Marilyn Monroe knock off Jane Mansfield and her buff husband, 
Mickey Hargitay pose for 'beef' and 'cheesecake' photos respectively in their famous 
heart-shaped backyard pool in 1958 shortly after their marriage. Mansfield, a minor star, 
was a major pinup. In hindsight, Mansfield and Hargitay heralded the age of celebrity, 
where backstage antics sell more tabloid copy than on screen achievements. 
 
MIDDLE: the first attendees enter the grand lobby of New York's famed Roxy Theatre in 
1927. Billed as the 'cathedral of the motion picture' by its builder Samuel L. Rothafel the 
5,920 seat behemoth epitomized the chic grandeur of an era that even by the time the 
Roxy opened, was already beginning to show signs of fading. BOTTOM: Actress, Gloria 
Swanson bids farewell to The Roxy amidst the collapsed rubble of its 1960 demolition. 
 
THIS PAGE: TOP: Hollywood's raja, L.B. Mayer. His studio, MGM was truly an empire, 
employing enough people to be legally classified as a city. In addition to its formidable 
creative assets, the studio boasted its own school, fire department, hospital, film processing lab, the finest 
recording studio in the world and the best commissary in all Hollywood. MIDDLE: MGM's memorable trademark 
of Leo the Lion framed by Howard Dietz's halo of coiled film with the motto, Ars Gratia Artis or 'Art for Art's Sake. 
MIDDLE: MGM's Thalberg Building, housing the creative writing staff and executive offices, named in honor of 
Irving G. Thalberg, MGM's wunderkind producer who died of a heart attack in 1937.  BOTTOM: The Smith Family 
Home, built on the backlot for Meet Me In St. Louis (1944).  The house was accidentally destroyed by fire in 
1972. Probably, just as well. The rest of MGM's famed outdoor sets met with the wrecking ball in 1975.     



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THIS PAGE: Pretenders to the throne. TOP LEFT: Dore Schary, a producer/writer/director of low budget gritty crime dramas at RKO took over as 
Head of Production at MGM in 1948 at the behest of Loewe's Inc. President Nicholas Schenck. The move, meant to stabilize what the New York 
offices perceived as Mayer's top heavy producer system, instead created a creative rift that threatened to tear the studio apart.  
 
After one particularly nasty disagreement, L.B. Mayer picked up the phone, telling Schenck "It's either me or Schary." The die was cast. Schenck, 
who had never appreciated Mayer's star making talents, fired Mayer on the spot, leaving Schary to waffle on his own. Schary's stay as Head of 
MGM would barely last the 1950s, buffeted by clashes in personal taste and a certain disregard for the roster of talent that Mayer had single-
handedly amassed. Schary's departure was followed by endlessly appointments to the top spot that failed to gel. As television and changing 
audience tastes blacked the studio's once sterling reputation for grand entertainment, MGM fell deeper into the red. 
 
TOP MIDDLE: Las Vegas financier Kirk Kerkorian fields questions at a press conference in 1986. In 1969, Kerkorian launched a hostile corporate 
takeover of MGM, gaining control, then liquidating all of the studio's perceivably valuable assets. The studio was sold to Ted Turner who 
eventually was forced to sell everything but MGM's classic film library back to Kerkorian to survive the crushing debt. "MGM is a hotel company," 
Kerkorian later issued a statement, "And a relatively insignificant producer of motion pictures."       
 
BOTTOM LEFT: Kerkorian proudly preens before his Vegas hotel, The MGM Grand - built from such flimsy and potentially flammable materials 
that it received a wood structure rating from the Fire & Safety Commission.  TOP RIGHT: A real towering inferno. On Nov. 21, 1980 the MGM 
Grand became the third worst hotel fire in history, injuring 650 visitors and killing 85 patrons - mostly from smoke inhalation.   
 
It was a case of everything that could go wrong - did. Fed by combustible materials that included PVC piping, plastic mirrors, glue and wallpaper, 
the flames burst forth from a restaurant adjacent the casino gaming area, engulfing patrons at 19 ft. per second. As black smoke rose through 
the air conditioning ducts it entered guest's rooms in the tower, asphyxiating them almost instantly. Although exonerated of any wrong doing, 
the stigma associated with the event was enough for Kerkorian to sell off the Grand to Bally's and move his entire enterprise down the strip to a 
new location where it continues to operate to this day.  BOTTOM RIGHT: The new MGM Grand, sporting an entirely different look than its 
predecessor, also has improved fire and safety features built in: a lesson regrettably learned the hard way. 



ABOVE: One of the great travesties is that we will probably never get to see George Cukor's masterful A Star Is Born (1954) as it was originally 
intended. The victim of heavy editing after Cukor had already premiered his classic to rave reviews, the film was recalled by Jack Warner when 
theater distributors complained that the run time of nearly 3 hrs. prevented them from reaping revenues from two showings a night. Rather than 
ask Cukor for his input, Warner simply hacked into the film with merciless effrontery - all but destroying Cukor's carefully crafted pacing, tempo 
and mood. When the film finally debuted on television it endured one final insult - having its expansive Cinemascope image cropped to fit 
standard 1:33:1 TV screens.  This shot shows the full Cinemascope image with Judy Garland flanked by Tom Noonan (left) and Charles Bickford 
(right). On television, only the image as framed in yellow was seen. While the advent of DVD and Blu-Ray releases have corrected the aspect ratio 
framing dilemma, a complete working print of the film has yet to resurface.  
 
 

In this deluge of shifting corporate alliances, Hollywood's biggest loser was undoubtedly its artistic 
achievements from their past. First deemed by the new powers that be to have little resale value, classic 
films had been stored in appalling squalor inside poorly ventilated sheds; left to chalk up and become 
flammable trash. Following television's introduction into the marketplace, the more popular titles in a 
studio's back catalogue were infrequently rented out for late night broadcasts.  

 
There, movies were hacked into and re-edited by workers who quite often had never seen the movie they 
were editing and therefore were ill advised on where to cut for 'questionable content' and/or to conform to 
television's limited running time that was thereafter endlessly interrupted by commercials. Run through 
dirty projectors that often damaged their sprockets, cropped to fit the square television aspect ratio, and 
shown in black and white even though some had been shot in Technicolor; this was the way that most newer 
generations - not fortunate enough to have seen these movies on their original theatrical run - saw movies 
for the first time.   
 
But most damaging of all was the exodus of the old time mogul in favor of that new breed of executive who 
clearly did not define his tenure by a résumé of past artistic achievements, but rather from a law or business 
degree attained at one of the more prestigious universities. The creative thinking cap was replaced by a 
ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ ϥCƛƴŘƛƴƎΩ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 
than allowing the audience to discover what had already been produced; the price of a three piece suit 
becoming more the talk of the town than who was ordering what off the menu at the Brown Derby.  
 
The close knit community had been annexed. Studios were now considered property to be rented, 
ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘΣ ŘŜƳƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƻǊ ǊŜōƻǊƴ ŀǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǎƘƻƻǘǎΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŀǊǘΣ ΨƴŜǿΩ 
Hollywood was not to be found inside those cavernous sound stages that had once housed an Oz or 



.ǊƛƎŀŘƻƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨƴŜǿΩ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƛƴƎ ǎƛŘŜǎƘƻǿΣ ǎƘƻƻǘƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 
most limiting of conditions and without much flair for the way things looked. 
Budget and realism had become paramount. If one could find it looking out a 
front window or down the back alley then it was shot, even dirtied up a little to 
make it less than larger than life.  
 
This was the Hollywood awaiting directors like Francis Ford Coppola, Martin 
Scorsese, George Lucas, Steven Spielberg and Roman Polanski. And it is saying 
much of their talents that what little was left to them was enough to sustain and 
nurture their dreams for the Hollywood that is today. But the Hollywood then, 
the antithesis of the Hollywood that had been for so long, must have seemed like 
some apocalyptic black hole for the creative auteur. Any cohesion between the 
front office and the layman on location was gone.  
 
If a 'creative' could convince an exec' that what was being proposed would make 
them money, he had first to be hard pressed under the scrutiny of market 
research in order to prove his illusive faith. A project that began as a proposed 
comedy could easily mutate into dark melodrama, the hero ς once a gentleman, 
transformed into a vigilante with a gun. Any resemblance between the pitch and 
the general release was purely coincidental. 
 
Even when a 'creative' proved to the studios through box office receipts that the 
hunch had been right all along, such dreamers were sneered at behind closed 
doors. Consider that ŀǎ DŜƻǊƎŜ [ǳŎŀǎΩ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ DǊŀŦŦƛǘƛ όмфтоύ ǊŀƴƎ 
registers across the nation he could find no one willing to finance Star Wars 
(1977). The Godfather (1972) narrowly escaped being shelved by Paramount 
after they fought with Francis Ford Coppola to recast Brando as his Don. And 
Spielberg?...well, Spielberg was rarely taken seriously in his youth perhaps 
because his early stock in trade was puppetry, not people, even though his glib 
and charming fantasies frequently ranked among the most profitable entrées 
served up for studio coffers.      
 
RIGHT: The new regime of Hollywood after the studio system are today's old guard. TOP: George Lucas, 
who showed such promise with early hits like American Graffiti (1973) and Star Wars, but thereafter chose 
to largely rest on his creative laurels in favor of repackaging his success through savvy mass merchandising. 
MIDDLE: Martin Scorsese has consistently produced clever, well timed, engaging entertainment throughout 
his forty plus year career. Whether turning his camera on a disgraced boxer (Raging Bull 1980), a raving 
psychotic (Cape Fear 1991) or the mob in all its self-deprecating depravity in hits like Goodfellas (1990) and 
Casino (1995), Scorsese is a film maker of formidable style.   
 
MIDDLE: Roman Polanski showed directorial promise until wife, Sharon Tate was murdered by Charles 
Manson in 1969. Afterward, Polanski sporadically directed in the U.S. - his best film still Chinatown (1974). 
Following charges of rape with a minor, Polanski was forced into exile in Europe where he remains to this 
day.  BOTTOM: Perhaps the most artistically perverse of the bunch, director Stanley Kubrick. Whether 
exploring sadism and sex in A Clockwork Orange (1971), or madness and murder in The Shining (1980), 
Kubrick's filmic legacy often explored the most twisted inner workings of the human mind. 
 



ά¢ƘŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǾƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΣέ actor Charlton 
Heston once mused, άƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƴ ŀǊǘΤ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ 
ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǾƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǊǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦέ  
 
As Hollywood prepared to round yet another corner in 
its increasingly indecisive and unstable history, this 
adage would ring more pronouncedly true. 

PPAARRTT  IIII::    
TTWWOO  SSTTEEPPSS  BBAACCKK    
IINN  TTIIMMEE  
 
 
ñHollywood is a place where they put  you under 
contract instead of under observation.ò  
ï Walter Winchell  

 

     The history of Hollywood is only one third fairytale. 
bƻΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǘǊǳŜ ƻǊ ƻǇŜƴ-minded to the 
reputation of the fairytale ς except if one regards those 
watered down predigested versions made for the 
kiddies by Disney. No, Hollywood is all fairytale, as in 
the Brothers Grimm; both the light and the fantastic, 
and, the disturbing and the frightfully dismal - 
effortlessly blended in one tight-knit community.  
 
THIS PAGE: Spiders in the parlor - dishing dirt with the gossip columnist. 
For a time Hollywood's studios controlled the mavens of talk with a mutual 
admiration society approach to the 'tell all' scandal. As such, the 
columnists enjoyed unprecedented autonomy in their access to the stars. 
TOP: Walter Winchell's column basically adhered to the 'who's seeing who' 
and 'what famous 'married' couple is about to have a baby' scenarios. The 
banana oil doled out was largely ingratiating and sanctioned by studio 
heads as good PR. 
 
BOTTOM: Louella Parsons was more insidious in her approach but just as 
benign with her printed word. Occasionally, she could be catty rather than 
clever with her barbs, but no one seemed to mind it. Here, a rather 
flustered Parsons seems unable to get the best of actor Danny Kaye as 
they attend a formal house party together. Actor, Paul Stewart looks on. 



IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƻŦ ǘǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜǊǊƻǊΤ ŀ ǘŀƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 
great strides with blind ambition despite steadfast adversities. It is a 
history of the 20th centǳǊȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ ŀǊǘ ŦƻǊƳΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ 
eighty percent of all art made between 1919-1939 has been lost for 
all time through shortsightedness and neglect that almost universally 
failed to even classify motion pictures as anything beyond cheap 
thrills. Indeed, it took until 1983 and an actor in the White House - 
Ronald Reagan - to reverse the government intervention that by the 
mid-1950s had effectively crippled Tinsel Town's ability to hold 
dominion over the world's most popular entertainment.  
 

In retrospect, Hollywood's history is a 'shiny' rather than 'shining' 
example about the transformation of nobodies into enviable 
epicenters of worldwide idol worship. But it is a dark history too, 
peppered in failed attempts at stardom, backroom suicides, unsolved 
murders and untimely natural deaths. The scores of forgotten, faded 
legends have largely been left for the scholar and film student to 
rediscover. Yet, they are far more plentiful than those few trail-
blazing accidents who have since entered Hollywood folklore; the 
stories and the gossip still worthy of those lost in the great shuffle 
toward that flickering light. 
 

Only a very small percentage of the Hollywood story concerns what 
goes on in front of the camera. The manic, profit-driven Mecca of 
make-believe on celluloid pales to the unraveling going on back 
stage. Behind each camera and beyond every soundstage are the 
real stories about Hollywood ς those rarely made public, never 
celebrated, quietly swept under the red carpet. The stench of 
success is far more odious and palpable here.  
 
Behind every executive suite and darkened screening room is the 
story of possessive moguls and spurious agents, trading starlets for 
studs and auctioning both to the highest bidder after their fifteen 
minutes of fame are up.  
 
THIS PAGE: Hollywood scandals of yesteryear are fairly tame when compared to today's 
celebrity teeming craziness. Two worth mentioning from the golden years. TOP: Lauren 
Bacall gave Bogie's wife, Mayo Methot something to complain about when she fell in love 
with Bogart on the set of To Have and Have Not (1944). Before then, Bacall was being 
pursued by director Howard Hawks (MIDDLE: pictured with Cary Grant and Rita Hayworth 
on the set of Only Angels Have Wings 1939), who was himself a married man.  
 
BOTTOM: screen siren Jean Harlow with husband Paul Bern who turned up face down with a 
gunshot wound in him in their upstairs bathroom a scant four months after the wedding. It 
was eventually ruled that Bern's first wife, Dorothy Millette had murdered him before 
shooting herself. Her body was discovered face down, floating in the Hudson one week 
later.  



ABOVE: enjoying a good laugh at home in his office, writer/director Joseph L. Mankiewicz had reason to smile with back to back Oscar wins for 
writing and directing A Letter to Three Wives (1949) and All About Eve (1950). It would take him until 1962 and the disastrous Cleopatra to hit 
his creative wall. Afterward, Mankiewicz's reputation never recovered. He never directed in Hollywood again. 
 
Who can say what makes a star famous or which agent was responsible for casting those twinkling 
apparitions from the heavens after all the polish and allure had been vigorously rubbed off. After all, the 
casting couch plays strange tricks on those enticed to trade their tangible flesh for that brief taste of the 
intangible dream. 
 
Perhaps the story of how stars are made to serve is best summed by Rick Nicita, who explained ά¸ƻǳ 
ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǇǊƛǎƻƴŜǊ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƳŀƎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƭŘ-ǇƭŀǘŜŘ ŎŜƭƭΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ŎŜƭƭΦέ As example: director Howard 
Iŀǿƪǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǌǳƛƴ [ŀǳǊŜƴ .ŀŎŀƭƭΩǎ ŦƭŜŘƎƭƛƴƎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ǎǇǳǊƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ 
ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜǎΦ LŦ ƻƴƭȅ .ŀŎŀƭƭΩǎ ƴŜǿ ƭƻǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 
backstage clout ς Humphrey Bogart.  /ŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŀŎǘǊŜǎǎ WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ WƻƴŜǎΩ ǎǘŀǊ ƻǳǘǎƘƻƴŜ ƘŜǊ ǇǊƻǿŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ 
actress so long as producer husband, David O. Selznick continued to fetch and field offers as well as mount 
super productions tailor-made for her. But Ms. Jones faired less than average in hŜǊ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ {ŜƭȊƴƛŎƪΩǎ 
death.  


