
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                
    
 

ñThere are only two kinds of class.  

                  First class and no class.ò
                                - D.O.S.  
 

 
In the Spring of 1937 David O. Selznick took an advanced copy 
of a book with him on holiday to Hawaii. It was a property he had 
just bought the film rights to via the enthusiasm of his New York 
publicist Kay Brown. To his ever-lasting dismay Selznick had 
agreed to buy the film rights for a then unheard of sum of 
$50,000.  
 
But the more Selznick read the novel the more it suddenly 
dawned on him that the story it told was much too long to fit into 
one 2hr. movie.  Selznick, a purist when it came to translating 
books to film, began to worry. It wasn't often that the aspiring 
mogul and producer of such immortal screen favorites as Dinner 
At Eight (1933), David Copperfield (1935) and A Tale of Two 
Cities (1935) broke into a sweat. But on this occasion, Selznick's 
palms were wet and sticky.  
 
No one in the film industry thought much of Margaret Mitchell's 
Gone With The Wind when the book was published in 1936. But 
in less than a month the novel was a runaway best seller. Still, 
movies about the American Civil War had proven highly 
unpopular with the paying public.  
 
Selznick may have been a gambler at heart. But even with the 
book becoming a publishing sensation by the end of its first year, 
Gone With The Wind - the movie - was a very long shot indeed.   
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
TOP LEFT: So happy together? David Selznick married Irene Mayer (daughter of Louis B.) on April 29th, 1930. 
Borrowing from the title of Ernest Hemmingway's latest novel, the joke around the back lot then was that 'the son-
in-law also rises'. Initially, Selznick claimed he married Irene because she was smarter than any man he knew. 
Regrettably, a romance between Selznick and Jennifer Jones destroyed not only Selznick's marriage but also Jones' 
to Robert Walker.  
 
TOP MIDDLE: By the time Jones and Walker costarred together in Selznick's romantic weepy Since You Went Away 
(1944) their marriage was already on very shaky ground. The two would divorce in 1945. Selznick would marry 
Jones in 1949.   
 
TOP RIGHT: Selznick was determined to handcraft a career for Jennifer Jones on par with the likes of Garbo. 1946's 
Duel in the Sun was conceived as a super-western, in every way meant to be a valiant successor to GWTW. 
Although ambitiously mounted, the film failed to catch on with the public and was one of the primary reasons why 
Selznick International eventually slipped into receivership.   
 
LEFT: Selznick in script consultation with Walt Disney? One can only imagine what these two titans in the industry 
are discussing. This photo was taken in Selznick's office in 1936. Whatever their plans, nothing but this photo op 
came of them. MIDDLE: Selznick and Production Designer Lyle Wheeler go over some preliminary sketches for Tara 
on GWTW. The painting, one of many by renown historian Wilber Kurts, seem to highly please both men's artistic 
sentiment.  BOTTOM: The cast of Dinner At Eight (1933) enjoy drinks on the set. Selznick was determined to top 
MGM's previous all star spectacle, Grand Hotel (1932) with one of his own. He did just that, earning the respect of 
his peers and also his father-in-law, MGM's Louis B. Mayer. 

 
After Selznick was forced to sell off his interests in GWTW to MGM, and 
had to sell his studio just to stay alive, there was popular talk in Hollywood 

that his own audacity and ego had been to blame; the vultures all too 
quick to pick at his bones even before Selznick was legally declared dead. 
Today, no one can deny David O. Selznick his hallowed place in cinema 
history. His motion pictures ï the first to carry a producerôs credit either 
directly above or just below the main title - celebrate their producer as 
auteur. True enough, humility was never Selznick's strong suit. Some 
would say he had an inability to be humble - just long enough to look good 
for the newsreel cameras.  But there is no denying that at least one movie 
produced by Selznick has become the benchmark by which all others 
continue to be judged.  
 
Along the way there were others, each an exemplar of those intangibles: 
chic good taste and imagination. But it wasn't easy. Selznick often fought 
with his writers, stars and directors to see that it was his vision getting up 
there on the silver screen. And while his memos brow beat virtually every 
department under his command, in the end all his tinkering and toying 
around was to some great purpose usually fulfilled and almost always 
confirmed by setting box office registers ringing around the world. For 
Selznickôs artistry had an unmistakable and virulent afterglow all its own.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
How to start an American dynasty. TOP LEFT: Lewis J. Selznick poses for posterity circa 1923. He once told his boy's that 
money was only a means to an end. His advice to Myron and David - "Spend it! Always be broke!"  
 
TOP MIDDLE LEFT: Myron Selznick looks up for the cameras while attending the fights.  Myron was a ruthless agent in 
Hollywood. His clients adored him. The studios feared him. He carried something of that loathing inside and drank himself 
to death in 1944. Myron's downfall would haunt David for the rest of his life.   
 
TOP MIDDLE RIGHT: Marion C. Cooper, Jock Whitney and David Selznick proudly pose for an inaugural photo of the newly 
formed Selznick International Picture Corp. 1935. Whitney was a wealthy Puritan with an investor's heart and enough 
money to buy most of Hollywood. Cooper was one of Hollywood's pioneers, the man behind King Kong (1933) and the 
invention of Cinerama in the 1950s.  
 
TOP RIGHT: the woman who would come to mean the most to David Selznick - author Margaret Mitchell. Mitchell's 
success with Gone With The Wind was a fluke. She had written the novel simply to amuse herself while recovering from a 
broken leg. When the book became a runaway best seller the reclusive Mitchell found herself an unwilling overnight 
celebrity. Her life, post publication, would be short-lived and never quite the same. 
 
RIGHT: Director George Cukor was one of Selznick International's very first contract employees. The two had been very 
close friends since working together at Paramount in the early 1930s. Cukor was Selznick's first pick to direct GWTW. 
Regrettably, they clashed over virtually every conceivable aspect of the film. Although Selznick would remove Cukor from 
the film (replacing him with Victor Fleming at Clark Gable's request) Cukor and Selznick would remain good friends until 
Selznick's death in 1965.  
 
RIGHT: Selznick presides over the deal of the decade; the inconceivable loan out of Clark Gable by Louis B. Mayer to star 
in GWTW.  David first cajoled, then begged his father-in-law to give him Gable. But Mayer was the real winner. For one 
and a quarter million he secured the distribution rights to the most profitable film of all time. 
 
RIGHT BOTTOM: In heavy consultation with a very heavy Alfred Hitchcock on the set of Rebecca (1940); Selznick's follow 
up to GWTW. With this film Selznick won back to back Oscars for producing two Academy Award winning best pictures. 
No other producer has ever matched this accomplishment. In later years, Hitch' disowned Rebecca as "not a Hitchcock 
picture". The point was well taken. Each time Hitchcock wanted to change an element of the narrative he was vetoed by 
Selznick. However, both men were forced to make at least one artistic concession. The Breen Censorship Office refused to 
allow Selznick to have the story's hero, Maxim De Winter commit the crime of murdering his first wife. In the film, 
Rebecca is said to have struck her head on a piece of ship's tackle instead. 

 
Throughout his career, David O. Selznick would carry with him the angst of a 
proud scion whose own father had lost everything because he could not 
compete with the Hollywood dream factories. Unlike his older brother Myron, 
who sought revenge from the family's financial ruin by virtually inventing the role 
of the agent, David was determined to show the big bosses that independence 
from the studio machinery was not only possible, but in fact, was also the best 
way of making movies. The irony, of course, is that Selznick was tyrannically 
involved in every facet of the film making process ï much more a hands on 
mogul than say, L.B. Mayer at MGM. 
 
Selznick was born a quiet introspective babe with no hint of the fiery showman 
that was to follow, in Pittsburgh on May 10, 1902. He was the third child of 
immigrant jeweler, Lewis J. and his wife Florence. His father was quick to instill 
all his children with a sense of pride ï a quality that Selznick would refine under 
his own studio banner years later. But Lewis also taught his boy's how to be  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TOP LEFT: A poster for 1937's smash hit The Prisoner of Zenda starring Ronald Colman. Selznick and Colman had worked together before at MGM on A Tale of Two Cities 
(1935). Both had enjoyed the experience. Furthermore, there was no finer actor working in films, or more popular with audiences except Clark Gable. Colman brought an 
urbane sophistication to the dual role of Rudolph Rassendyll, an English commoner forced to impersonate the monarch of the province of Zenda after King Rudolph V is 
kidnapped by rival forces on the eve of his coronation.  TOP RIGHT: Ronald Colman is flanked by his loyal subjects, Col. Zapt (C. Aubrey Smith, left) and Captain Fritz Von 
Tarlenheim (David Niven). A superior swashbuckler produced with exceptional production values, The Prisoner of Zenda was an immense achievement that further 
advanced the name of Selznick as a force to be reckoned with.  MGM remade 'Zenda' in color the mid-1950s, but with none of Selznick's flair, imagination or style.   

 
profligate. He was made easily restless and bored. Lewis moved the family to New York in 1912 and within a year 
lost his business. But he never lost his sense of adventurism and that, coupled with his tenacity to succeed at 
whatever he tried, were qualities the young David would also take to heart.  
 
David's preteen fascination with classic literature impressed his father much more than his growing appreciation 
for the then fledgling art of motion pictures. Lewis J. never considered movies an art form. But that didn't stop him 
from getting involved in the industry, eventually producing a series of shorts. During this same period David 
learned all he could about the film making process. The more he knew the more he loved it. But in 1923 Lewis 
J.ôs production company went under. Three years later, a deal between his father and Associated Exhibitors all 
but bankrupted the family.  
 
David Selznickôs bright-eyed optimism for the movie business won him limited work during this dark moment in 
the family's personal history. His haughty and often ferocious temperament did not. After making a bitter enemy 
of L.B. Mayer, David turned to Nicholas Schenk, Mayerôs New York boss for a reprieve. He was forcibly appointed 
by Schenk as a lowly reader in MGMôs story department. Although his rise to prominence as Harry Rapfôs 
personal assistant came swiftly, equally meteoric was Selznick's lamentable fall from grace after he refused to 
offer an apology to MGMôs V.P Irving Thalberg. David chose instead to walk out of the studio rather than kowtow 
to Thalberg's authority.  
 
His own career in movies seemed to be over even before it had begun. But Selznick did not remain unemployed 
for long, largely through the interventions of personal friend, rising director, William Wellman, who finagled a deal 
for Selznick at Paramount in 1928. Installed once more in the writerôs department, Selznick began to work his 
magic on scripts he felt were being given short shrift. He also became mired in the laborious process of acquiring 
and developing sound facilities for the studio.  
 


