
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Writer/director Joseph L. Mankiewicz (right) once confessed that 
мфсоΩǎ Cleopatra ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǘƻǳƎƘŜǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎέ he ever made. 
Indeed, the project held little appeal for Mankiewicz whose particular 
strength in movie-making was centered on telling juicy stories about 
the upwardly mobile in America in their contemporary class and 
ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ aŀƴƪƛŜǿƛŎȊ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ 
he reluctantly accepted producer ²ŀƭǘŜǊ ²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ 
over the  ǘŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŜƴƧƻȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ IǳƳŜ /ǊƻƴȅƴΩǎ 
Bahaman getaway. ά²Ƙȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΚέ 
Mankiewicz reportedly told Wanger, άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 
/ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΗέ  It was an apropos decision; one that Mankiewicz 
regrettably reneged upon to his ever-lasting detriment and regret after 
being paid an obscene amount of money to take over the project.  
 
IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bƛƭŜ ƘŀŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ 
cooled since Cecil B. DeaƛƭƭŜΩǎ ōƻǳƴǘƛŦǳƭƭȅ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ мфоп ŎƻǎǘǳƳŜ 
ŘǊŀƳŀ ǎǘŀǊǊƛƴƎ /ƭŀǳŘŜǘǘŜ /ƻƭōŜǊǘΦ 5ŜaƛƭƭŜΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΣ ƳŀŘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-censoring code of ethics, had benefited 
greatly from a rather salacious screenplay that hinted at lesbianism, 
adultery and various profligate debaucheries. Then, Cleopatra had 
been a furious success; one effectively overshadowing the memory of 
мфмтΩǎ ǎƛƭŜƴǘ Ŏƻƭƻǎǎǳǎ ǎǘŀǊǊƛƴƎ ƳŀǎŎŀǊŀŜŘ ǾŀƳǇΣ ¢ƘŜŘŀ .ŀǊŀΦ 
¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƴŎƘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎŀƭŎǳlably 
massive exhibitions endured; showcases to their homegrown 
hedonisms redressed in antiquity, perhaps to deflect suspicions away 
from their own front door. These were made with increasing frequency 
by the moralizing cultural mandarins and by the Catholic League of 
Decency; speculating what other proclivities the entertainment capital  



 
 
 
 
 
 

ό!ōƻǾŜύΥ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ǇƻǊǘ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘǊƛŀΣ 9ƎȅǇǘΦ WƻƘƴ 5Ŝ/ǳƛǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ 
a peerless perfection and grandeur unparalleled in almost any movie before or since Cleopatra (1963). The 
temples may have been plywood and Celotex but they certainly gave the illusion of opulent marble, hand-
carved stone masonry and engraved gold. 5Ŝ/ǳƛǊΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊΩ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŘŜǎerved. He 
built a Roman forum three times the size of the real forum for Cleopatra. aŀǘǘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ 5Ŝ/ǳƛǊΩǎ 
concrete designs into a seeming infinity. (Right): just a handful of the more than one hundred paintings and 
sketches DeCuir created for Walter Wanger in the preliminary phase of production. Although not everything 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƳƻǾƛŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ 5Ŝ/ǳƛǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ 
reality on the back lots of Cinecitta Studios in Rome and also abroad, in Egypt and Spain.  

 
might be indulging in behind closed doors.   
 
The outbreak of WWII made it virtually impossible to mount such lush period 
dramas for nearly a decade. In their absence Hollywood filled movie screens 
with darker melodramas (collectively ƭǳƳǇŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ŀǎ ΨŦƛƭƳ 
ƴƻƛǊΩύ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŘǊŀƳŀǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳŜŘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƎƭƻǎǎȅκŦǊƻǘƘȅ 
Technicolor musical; the latter either catering to homespun reflections of 
turn-of-the-century America or an exultation of that fictionalized pampas-
grassed paradise better known as Latin America where steamy gauchos and 
dark and flashing-eyed senioritis roamed.  But then the war ended, and with 
the advent of unimpeded prosperity there sprang anew a sudden renewed 
ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ Ψhistory for aǊǘΩǎ ǎŀƪŜΩ. Of particular interest was the Greco-Roman 
period.  
 
aDaΩǎ Quo Vadis (1951) was as moneyed and gargantuan as anything the 
studio had undertaken; a mind-bogglingly lavish melodrama saturated in 
Technicolor and featuring a cast of thousands. The movie was wildly popular 
with audiences, although its extravagant layout precluded Quo Vadis from 
turning an impressive profit. However, in its wake, 2oth Century-Fox debut 
Cinemascope and The Robe (1953); a poor cousin to Quo Vadis in terms of 
production values, but one that triumphed at the box office. The race was on. 
Each studio would try their hand at the increasingly gaudy and often 
lumbering widescreen epic; almost all of them making back their money and a 
tidy little profit besides.  
 
One possiblŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘion with these all-star 
blockbusters is that post-war America arguably regarded itself as an empire. 
In the Hollywood epic it could look away from those terrible lean years 
plagued by the European conflict and onto a panacea that seemed  
ƛƳǇŜƴŜǘǊŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜΦ Wǳǎǘ ŀǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ 
industrialization had given rise to its middle class, Americans could ironically 
accept a parallel between their own burgeoning supremacy on the world 
stage and that occupied by fictionalized facsimiles of ancient Rome or Egypt 
flashing across their movie screens, perhaps with a modicum of naiveté that,  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ό!ōƻǾŜύΥ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩǎ ǘƘǊŜŜΥ ¢ƘŜŘŀ .ŀǊŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘǳǊǎǘƻƴ Iŀƭƭ ŀǎ aŀǊŎ !ƴǘƻƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфмт ǎƛlent version of Cleopatra ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳŜŘ ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŀǳǊŀ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ 
the movie vamp. .ŀǊŀΩǎ ŀƭƭǳǊŜΣ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ǇŀƴŎŀƪŜd with harsh dark eye-ƭƛƴŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƳ ŀ ōƛǘ ōƛȊŀǊǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ Řŀȅ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ the 
ŜǇƛǘƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƪƛƴŘ ǎƳƻƭŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ όaƛŘŘƭŜύΥ CƻǊ /ŜŎƛƭ .Φ 5ŜaƛƭƭŜΩǎ мфоп ǎƻǳƴŘ ǊŜƳŀƪŜΣ /ƭŀǳŘŜǘǘŜ /ƻƭōŜǊǘ ǎŜƴǘ ƻǳǘ Řecidedly bisexual vibes; a more slinky and refined 
Egyptian elixir, seen almost constantly caressing a rather phallic scepter, perhaps to insinuate a more uninhibited sexual frustration coursing through her veins.  At one point, 
/ƻƭōŜǊǘΩǎ vǳŜŜƴ ƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƘŜǊ ƭŀŘȅ ƛƴ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǊƻōŜ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ōŀǘƘΦ  aŀŘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ /ƻŘŜΣ 5Ŝaƛƭle could get away with such flagrant hedonism. Like 
the Hollywood musical, the early epics were practically exempt from criticism by the morality police; perhaps because antiquity revealed godlessness at a moment in history 
before Christ. (Right): ElizaōŜǘƘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ ƛƭƭ-fated monarch is a curiosity of sorts in that she is neither as overt in her sexual exploits as .ŀǊŀΩǎ ƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƴƻǊ ŘƻŜǎ ǎƘŜ ŜǾŜǊ 
suggest proclivities other than an obsessive fidelity to two heterosexual relationships presumably divided by many celibate years in between. Her Queen uses sex as a weapon 
and as a defense; not unlike the real Cleopatra, rumored to have been an exceptional stateswoman who used the boudoir to conquer the boardroom.    

 
 

unlike all those that had crumbled and turned to dust before it, somehow theirs was an empire destined to reign forever.  
 
There was little reason to believe otherwise. America had emerged careworn but mighty from WWII ς an undisputed 
superpower with its own economic tentacles fast spreading across the hemisphere. At the tail end of the Victorian age the world 
had given its nod to the model of British efficiency. Now it looked to American ingenuity as holding the deuce in a decisive global 
game of high stakes poker; a nation eager to share in the promise of their own economic recovery. The dissemination of 
American culture preceded this pact and had been a very proprietary animal; its popular entertainments dominated by 
personalities who, in lieu of any genuine aristocracy at home, had morphed into royalty of a different kind; emulated, worshiped 
and embraced as icons all over the world.  
 
While most of Europe had yet begun to emerge from beyond its still smoldering ruins and thought-numbing loss of life (both 
ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊύΤ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƴǘΣ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜǎ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ōƭǳƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘǎΩ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǇŀǊŜŘ 
such modernized wartime devastation and, in fact, had prospered making munitions for the fight against Nazi Germany, fascist 
Italy and Imperial Japan.  Throughout the 1950s, the American film inŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ wƻƳŀƴΣ DǊŜŜƪ ŀƴŘ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜǎ 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀƴ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘƛƴŜ ŎƭǳƴƪŜǊΦ !ǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜ-
making Mecca not only endured, but transcended its location on the map to become a mythical Eldorado unlike any other where 
anything was possible.  

 
[ƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ [ƻǎǘ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŘŘƭŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƘƛƴȄΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǘŜƴŀŎƛƻǳǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΤ ƛǘǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎǳǊŜ the 
greatest stars, the finest story-tellers, the best writers and musicians, all of them assembled under one movie-making culture 
and churning out approximately fifty-two pictures per year per studio; this galvanic assembly line for disseminating American 
values everywhere under the guise that the stories being shared were more readily aligned with ancient worlds than its own 
present philosophizing, largely put forth from a white, affluent European male perspective, created an almost anesthetizing 
humility.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Above): producer Walter Wanger ς the dapper man about town whose film career never recovered after /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩs 
perceived failure at the box office. He ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ CŜǳǘŎƘǿŀƴƎŜǊ ƛƴ {ŀƴ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻ ƻƴ Wǳƭȅ ммΣ муфпΦ ²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ 
career at Paramount began in 1921 after he brought the novel, Ψ¢ƘŜ {ƘŜƛƪΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ Ǉƻǎǎƛble vehicle 
for then rising star Rudolph Valentino. ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǾƛŜΩǎ smashing success ŎŀǘŀǇǳƭǘŜŘ ±ŀƭŜƴǘƛƴƻΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ as a Lothario 
into the movie-land stratosphere. From the beginning, an innate bitterness and disillusionment seems to have dogged 
²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳƻǾŜΦ IŜ ƭŜŦǘ tŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ shortly after ¢ƘŜ {ƘŜƛƪΩǎ success because he was unhappy with his position at 
the studio; toiling instead in England as a very successful theater manager for the next three years before Paramount 
co-founder Jesse L. Lasky recalled him to the studio under renewed and improved terms. That tenure lasted until 1931.  
 
Wanger gave up his $250,000.00 yearly salary with dreams of becoming an independent producer. It never happened 
and a stint at Columbia followed. It paid the bills but his work there was generally overlooked and/or eclipsed by the 
stellar projects afforded their resident wunderkind, Frank Capra.  Wanger managed to burn a few bridges after refusing 
a 1949 Oscar for his Joan Of Arc because he was displeased with the Academy for not even nominating the film as Best 
Picture. For attempting to murder ǿƛŦŜΣ ŀŎǘǊŜǎǎ Wƻŀƴ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘΩs lover, Jennings Lang, Wanger served four months in 
prison, returning to produce the iconic sci-fi thriller, Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) and I Want To Live! (1958): 
the latter ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ōƛƻ ǇƛŎ ƻŦ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ DǊŀƘŀƳΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ won actress Susan Hayward her Best Actress 
Oscar. (Right): flanked by James Cagney and Kim Novak on Oscar night, a teary-ŜȅŜŘ IŀȅǿŀǊŘ ǎƛƴƎƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ 
contributions on the film for her heartfelt thanks. (Bottom): Cleopatra ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ƳƻǾƛŜΦ {ŜŜƴ ƘŜǊŜ 
discussing the shoot in Rome ǿƛǘƘ ¢ƘŜ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ tƻǎǘΩǎ premiere columnist and all-around raconteur, Art Buchwald, 
²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƳŜŀƴƻǊ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ quite serious. Director Joseph L. Mankiewicz seems devilishly amused.    
 

 
Lǘ ƛǎ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƳƻǾƛŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
either as prolific, or as immense, or even as wildly popular. The mass exodus from 
9ǳǊƻǇŜ ƘŀŘ ƳŀŘŜ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘΩǎ ƻŀǎƛǎΤ ǘƘŜ ƎƛŦǘŜŘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
starry-eyed aspirations to be gifted, streaming into southern California from all 
corners, pouring their considerable skills into a singular effort ς to entertain. In many 
ǿŀȅǎΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾŜǊōƛŀƭ ΨƳŜƭǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǘΩ that once 
ǘȅǇƛŦƛŜŘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎ ǎƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ŀǘ ǿŀǊΩǎ ŜƴŘ όǳƴƭŜss of course one counts ς 
as one must ς its ever-continuing embracement of the Hollywood western; arguably 
the most consistent money-producing genre of them all); this was perhaps as much a 
ōȅǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƎŜǎǘŀƭǘ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ ōŜƎǳilement with 
cultures beyond its own sunny shores.  
 
Where America before the war had been isolationist in both its political and cultural 
views, resigned to the idea that everything required to make Eden on earth was 
within its own grasp, post-war America began a thirst for nations abroad ς perhaps 
not to conquer them, rather acquire a smattering of etiquette not indigenous across 
the fruited plain. Fueled by stories told by returning soldiers and even more so by the 
mystery surrounding those who had delayed their own homecoming after the war to  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
όtǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇŀƎŜύΥ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ΨŎǳǘŜ ƳŜŜǘΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Caesar (Rex Harrison) and Cleopatra (Elizabeth Taylor) takes place late at night with the surprise ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩs loyal 
servant, Apollodoros (Cesare Danova) carrying a rug. Inside it is Cleopatra, earlier exiled from the palace by her insanely jealous sibling Ptolemy XIII (Richard Sullivan).  
tǘƻƭŜƳȅΩǎ ΨƎƛŦǘΩ ǘƻ /ŀŜǎŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ƴƛƭƛǘary adversary Pompey, is met with sadness and disgust. Cleopatra repeatedly attempts to forewarn Caesar that Ptolemy intends 
ǘƻ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ǿŀƭƭǎΦ IŜǊ ŦƭƛǊǘŀǘƛƻǳǎ ǿŀȅǎ Řƻ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǘƻ ŜȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘŜ /ŀŜǎŀǊΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƛƳǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿhat he ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜǎ ŀǎ άsmug pretenders to the 
ǘƘǊƻƴŜέΦ After a particularly long night of military strategizing, Caesar suffers an epileptic seizure and is retrained from inflicting harm upon himself by his loyal man servant, 
Flavius (George Cole).  The first act of Cleopatra is superbly constructed. Mankiewicz seems particularly engaged, his writing clever though never prosaic. Herein, Mankiewicz is 
ƛƳƳŜŀǎǳǊŀōƭȅ ŀƛŘŜŘ ōȅ IŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƳōǳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŦƭŀƛǊ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ IŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƳƻǾƛŜ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ was well known. Even when the material he was given is 
ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƳǇŜŎŎŀōƭŜΣ IŀǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ ōǊƛƭƭƛŀƴǘΦ 
 
(This page aōƻǾŜύΥ {C· ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎƛŀƴ WƻƘƴƴȅ .ƻǊƎŜǎŜ ƘŜƭǇǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŀ ǿƛǘƘ tƻƳǇŜȅΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ς a wax model never seen in the movie except above the hairline. Perhaps Mankiewicz 
thought the effect too gruesome or just too fake for audiences to believe. (Middle): Rex Harrison gives Mankeiwicz a Cheshire grin in Spain in 1962. After production has 
wrapped and Cleopatra was already well into the editing process 2oth Century-Fox production chief Darryl F. Zanuck recalled cast and crew to El Maria, Spain to reshoot the 
ŦƛƭƳΩǎ ƻǇŜƴŜǊ ŀƴŜǿ after he judged the initial footage as looking cheap. (Right): a more introspective Harrison listens intensely to Mankiewicz on the steps of the Roman senate 
ōǳƛƭǘ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŀǘ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ Cinecitta Studios just ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩǎ ǘǊƛǳƳǇƘŀƴǘ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΦ  

 
ǎǘŀȅ ƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ¦ƴŎƭŜ {ŀƳΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŀƛŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ newly instituted G.I. Bill, history for the layman 
suddenly extended beyond mere footnotes unearthed from densely-packed volumes mothballed at the local library. 
 
{ǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ς its celluloid product all-star and 
ƎƭƛǘǘŜǊƛƴƎΤ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƧǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ǇŀǾŜŘ ƛƴ 
gold (or ostensibly painted in gold leaf). It all looked very good on paper ς or rather, celluloid ς except, that in 1949, the U.S. 
government had begun to intervene in these untouchable monopolistic empires; instituting the anti-trust Consent Decrees 
ǘƘŀǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎǇƭƛƴǘŜǊŜŘ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅΦ {ǘǳŘƛƻǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ŎƘŀins, their 
music and book publishing apparatuses.  
 
The impact from this divestiture was immediately felt in Hollywood, though it remained unknown to the general public 
beyond these hallowed gates for quite some time. But it would prove devastating to AmerƛŎŀΩǎ ƳƻǾƛŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ǊǳƴΣ 
resulting in the decline and fall of the venerable MGM, the cancellation of ironclad star contracts across the board, and 
finally, the insane selloff of studio archives (sets and costumes to auction houses and the movies themselves, in some cases 
purchased outright to fill dead air on late night TV) and last but not least, the demolition of the back lots ς those incredibly 
meticulous recreations of virtually every period in human history, built up over a forty year expansive construction in 
plywood and pre-molded Celotex (a lightweight and durable plastic precursor to modern-day fiberglass); in short ς the 
absolute implosion of this starlit Mecca. Even today, Hollywood continues to grapple with the remnants from this fallout; 
what came after it even more of a makeshift and destabilized Babylon.  
 
¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƭƭ-timed. For television, the broadcasting wonder of pre-war 
America that had been set aside with the advent of the European conflict suddenly emerged after the war like a lion from its 
cage; offering the consumer a viable alternative to leaving their home on a Saturday night or any other night of the week for 
that matter. Within two short years of its mass marketed debut in 1950, television effectively cut theater attendance by 
nearly half.   
 
LǊƻƴƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǿƻ-fisted assault was not to join the new technological revolution but 
instead buck it every step of the way. MGM, the biggest ς and ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ ŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ς  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Above, top left): Cleopatra in Hollywood ς 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊ ǎƘŀƪŜǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ CƻȄΩǎ .ǳŘŘȅ !ŘƭŜǊΣ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƭŜŦǘΣ ŀƴŘ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊΣ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ ²ŀƴger, signing the one 
Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŘƻƭƭŀǊ ΨŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΩΤ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǎǳƳ ŜǾŜǊ ǇŀƛŘ ƻǳǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀŎǘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƳƻǾƛŜΦ ό¢ƻǇ ƳƛŘŘƭŜύΥ Director Rouben Mamoulian was mostly famous 
for coaxing award-winning performances out of temperamental beauties like Greta Garbo. IŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƪŜŜƴ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻŦ CƻȄΩǎ {ǇȅǊƻǎ 
Skouras, then head of 2oth Century-Fox. Under his tutelage Cleopatra promised to be an artistic achievement with old time glamor to boot. (Middle left and center): 
Cleopatra in England: outtake footage of costars Peter Finch and Keith Baxter, cast as Julius Caesar and Octavian respectively. Finch and Taylor had costarred together in 
мфрпΩǎ Elephant Walk ǿƘƛƭŜ .ŀȄǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜǎǇƛŀƴ ƻƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ²Ŝǎǘ 9ƴŘΦ CƛƴŎƘ ƘŀǘŜŘ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩǎ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǇƭŀȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƘƻǳǊǎ ƛƴ tƛƴŜǿƻƻŘ 
Studios green room getting paralytic drunk.  (Second row from bottom, left): Mamoulian welcomes his star with a bouquet of flowers on the first day of shooting. It was a 
ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊΦ wŜƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ōŀŘ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƛƭƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ robbed the movie of any hope to proceed as planned. (Second row from bottom, middle): Screenwriter 
Nunnally Johnson was called in to spruce up CleopatraΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΦ bƛƎŜƭ .ŀƭƪŀƴ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜn the first writer assigned the project. Johnson ς Oscar-nominated for his 
adaptation of The Grapes of Wrath (1940) ς ǿŀǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀǘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Řelay upon delay prevented Johnson from doing anything except cashing his fat 
check.  (Far right): Taylor in one of roughly sixty costume test stills endured during preproduction.  Weakened by the damp working conditions, Taylor was often carried to 
and from the set, her health rapidly deteriorating into a virulent bout of pneumonia that almost clŀƛƳŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ .ƻǘǘƻƳΥ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ /ŀŜǎŀǊΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴto Alexandria ς 
one of the few sequences Mamoulian was able to shoot without his star. Assessing the abysmal gray condition of the sky it looks like more rain is in the forecast ς again!   



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Above): the Cleopatra that might have been ς Joan Collins. Cleopatra began life as a modestly budgeted $2 million sword and sandal quickie. Fox president, Spyros P. 
{ƪƻǳǊŀǎ όŦŀǊ ǊƛƎƘǘύ ƎŀǾŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ ²ŀƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǌǳƴ ƻŦ CƻȄΩs back to make his movie. In point of fact, the bulldozers had already moved in after Skouras had agreed to 
ŀ ǎŜƭƭƻŦŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ ƭŜǾŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ǇƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŦŀŎŀŘŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ Cleopatra would have been able to take 
advantage of the property just long enough before whatever sets had been built it ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŦŀǘŜΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦ ²ŀƴƎŜǊ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘŜŘ the overall cheapening of his 
pet project and even conducted his own public opinion poll to garner support for his decision to cast Elizabeth Taylor as his star. Taylor, unlike Collins, was an A-list 
celebrity. Henceforth, Cleopatra had to be an A-list production all the way to rival ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΦ όaƛŘŘƭŜύΥ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳŜŘ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ƴƛƎƘǘŎƭǳōΣ ¢ƘŜ 
Cocoanut Grove, flanked by her current husband, producer Michael Todd and future husband, Eddie Fisher. At the time this photo was taken Todd was already well-
established in the film industry, having produced the Oscar-winning Best Picture, Around the World in Eighty Days όмфрсύΦ ¢ƻŘŘΣ ŀ ǊƻǳƎƘ ƴΩ ǘǳƳōƭŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƎǳȅΣ ƭƻǾŜŀōƭŜ 
but commanding, is said to have been the one true love in ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ ǘǳǊōǳƭŜƴǘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƭƛŦŜΦ Iƛǎ ǳƴǘƛƳŜƭȅ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƭŀƴŜ ŎǊŀǎƘ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊƴ ŘƻƻǊ ǳƴƭƻŎƪŜŘΣ ǎƻ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪΣ 
allowing Fisher to pursue Taylor and vice versa. Fisher had a lucrative recording contract and variety hour on television. He also happened to be married to actress Debbie 
Reynolds at the time.  The Taylor/Fisher affair branded Elizabeth a home wrecker. CBS dropped Fisher from their primetime programming lineup and his singing career 
suffered. He was to endure indignation of a different kind when Taylor began her very public affair with Richard Burton in Rome on the relocated set of Cleopatra.    

 
 
literally forbade their roster of talent to appear on the small screen in an attempt to maintain exclusivity and thus force the 
public into reconsidering their sudden aversion to going to the movies. By the time the studios became involved in 
producing television serials of their own in the late 1950s and early 60s the damage had already been done; the void more 
readily filled by fledgling production houses and independents all too eager to take their place.  The studios were left with 
some very expensive real estate and their dwindling coffers. An unease crept into the executive offices; a sense that the 
beginning of the end was already well under way.   

 
At the same time movies became bigger ς literally; with the debut of Cinerama, and later Cinemascope, Todd A-O, 
VistaVision and Technirama among the earliest in the race. 3D ς the equilibrium-altering marvel with its cumbersome 
polarizing glasses - attempted its own technological revolution; one that barely lasted three years. At a time when 
IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻǊe on gimmicks they did exactly the opposite to the point of lavish absurdity 
and on movies that were increasingly being relied upon to carry the whole load in their domestic gross to ensure that the 
company could remain afloat to make more of the same the next year. Gone were the B-units that had produced so many 
ƭǳŎǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ мфолǎ ŀƴŘ плǎΦ 5ƛǘǘƻ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿǎǊŜŜƭ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǘƻƻƴ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ Ψ.Ω 
belonged on TV, not at the local Bijoux and certainly never again inside cavernous movie palaces like The Roxy or Radio City.  
 
!ƴǘƛǉǳƛǘȅ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƛŘŜŀƭƭȅ ǎǳƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ΨōƛƎƎŜǊ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΩ philosophy; with its cast of thousands sumptuously costumed and 
sandwiched into gargantuan sets. But the fallout from the war had created yet another new consideration for the aging 
ƳƻƎǳƭǎΤ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΦ ²ƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŎŜ ŀ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƳŀǘǘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ 
sustain the belief that both cast and crew were cavorting in Paris or Rome or Vienna it suddenly was inconceivable that any 
movie ς particularly an epic ς would be shot inside a soundstage or on the back lot. Some tried and were lambasted by the 
critics and all but ignored by audiences for their efforts. No - now movies had to go where the actual story had taken place. 
¢ƘǳǎΣ tŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ /ŜŎƛƭ .Φ 5ŜaƛƭƭŜΩǎ ƭŀǾƛǎƘ ŜȄŎǳǊǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƪŜ ƻŦ The Ten Commandments 
(1956); MGM, paying out handsomely for William Wyler and Ben-Hur όмфрфύ ŦƛƭƳŜŘ ŀǘ wƻƳŜΩǎ /ƛƴŜŎƛǘǘŀ {ǘǳŘƛƻǎΦ  Ben-Hur is, 
in ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǎƘŜŘΤ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƳōǳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ ²ȅƭŜǊ ǘƻǳŎƘΩΤ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ 
an intimate family melodrama from its unwieldy trappings. Tipping the scales at a cost of $15 million, it earned back an even 
more staggering $75 million in its initial release (and this at a time when movie tickets cost .53 cents).  It also broke the mold 
at Oscar time, winning an unprecedented 11 statuettes.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

(Previous pages): having exiled Plotemy from Egypt and made Cleopatra the undisputed ruler of the land, Caesar is seduced to remain in Egypt long after his military purpose 
there has ended. In Rome, Marc Anǘƻƴȅ όwƛŎƘŀǊŘ .ǳǊǘƻƴύ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǿƛǘƘ /ŀŜǎŀǊΩǎ ŜǾŜǊ-loyal wife, Calpurnia (Gwen Watford) who has already learned 
ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ǘƘǊƻƴŜΦ /ŀŜǎŀǊ has been made dictator for life ς a title  
ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜΦ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩǎ ǘǊƛǳƳǇƘŀƴǘ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ wƻƳŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ birth of Caesarian (Loris Loddi) is a 
grand spectacle met with the blind-sided approval and near hysteria. ά¸ƻǳǊ ǉǳŜŜƴ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣέ aŀǊŎ !ƴǘƻƴȅ ǘŜƭƭǎ /ƭŜƻǇŀǘǊŀΩǎ 
goodwill ambassador, Sogenese (Hume Cronyn), to which he smugly replies, ά¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΚΦΦΦoh, ȅŜǎΦέ   
 
Caesar is beloved by the masses but despised by a select group of senators who plot and later carry out his murder in broad daylight. The brutal 
slaying is revealed to Cleopatra in a fiery vision. Later that same evening, as she observes the smoke from the pyre where CaŜǎŀǊΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ 
publicly cremated, Cleopatra admonishes Antony, even as he promises to avenge the killing by hunting down and bringing to justice all those  
responsible for the crime. CleopatraΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀŎǘ ŦƛƴŀƭŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŀǾƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƳŜƭƻŘǊŀƳŀ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΤ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƎŜŀƴǘǊy arguably unrivaled  
ōȅ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǾƛŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƻǊ ǎƛƴŎŜΦ ό¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƎŜΣ ƭŜŦǘύΥ ŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ǊŜƘŜŀǊǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊƻǿ ƻƴ /ƛƴŜŎƛǘǘŀΩǎ ōŀŎƪ ƭƻǘΦ  !ǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ sequence as it  
appears in the finished film.     
 

 
Ben-IǳǊΩǎ success was not lost on Walter Wanger ς a dapper and prolific movie producer from the 1940s 
whose career had been derailed in 1950 after an impassioned shooting incident involving Wanger, his 
ǿƛŦŜΣ ŀŎǘǊŜǎǎ Wƻŀƴ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘ ŀƴŘ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘΩǎ ŀƎŜƴǘΣ WŜƴƴƛƴƎǎ [ŀƴƎ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀŦŦŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘ 
at the time. Lang survived the ordeal, though arguably without the ability to ever consummate another  
affair, while Wanger had gone to prison for four months.  
 
After his incarceration, Wanger - ǿƘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘΩǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ мфср ς returned to picture-making  
only to discover that the doors of opportunity had been padlocked from the inside in the interim. Undaunted,  
Wanger girded his resolve and gathered together a B-unit at Allied Artists responsible for The Invasion of the Body  
Snatchers (1956) and a surprise Oscar-winning hit, I Want To Live (1958) that instantly gave him cache once  
again in Hollywood.   
 
There are really two ways of reflecting upon what happened next; the first is arguably through the rubric  
of kismet  ς all the stars perfectly aligning ǘƻ ƎǊŜŜƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ  ōƻǘƘ ²ŀƴƎŜǊΩǎ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ  
him his place as one of IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ƭŜǎǎ  
flattering. But however one chooses to remember the moment, history is irrefutable.  
 
Wanger had come upon the concept to produce his own big screen epic: and not just any, 
but one that would ultimately threaten his newfound reputation as well as that of  
writer/director Joseph L. Mankiewicz.   
 
His vision for the resulting film was spectacular. Its execution would border on the  
titanic. But Cleopatra would also bring the once venerable 2oth Century-Fox to its knees;  
push the studio to the brink of self-destruction with the very real prospect that it  
might have to close its doors forever.  
 
(Right): the ClŜƻǇŀǘǊŀ ΨƭƻƻƪΩ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ Ǌǳƴǿŀȅ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘǎ ōƛŀǎ-cut, form-fitting, cleavage-revealing fashions and 
geometric haircuts extolled by Vidal Sasson for his Spring 1963 fashion lineup. Cosmetics giant, Revlon also boarded the  
band wagon, creating new makeups, particularly sparkled gold and turquoise eye-shadow. Model Suzy Parker introduced  
ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŘ ŀǎ ΨǳƴŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŜŘΩΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ мллл ȅŜŀǊǎΦ CƻȄΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǊȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƛŎƪŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƘƛƎƘ  
gear with TV promotions of every kindΦ b./Ωǎ The Tonight Show even hosted a live telecast featuring Burt Parks, conducted  
Ƨǳǎǘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ ŦŀƳŜŘ wƛǾƻƭƛ ¢ƘŜŀǘŜǊΦ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Above): the ancient worlds of Rome and Egypt begin to take on a very concrete form on the back lotǎ ƻŦ wƻƳŜΩǎ Cinecittà Studios. Built by Benito Mussolini before the war 
in 1937, and exploited to promote fascist propaganda during WWII, Cinecittà ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘŀƳōƭŜǎ ōȅ ǿŀǊΩǎ ŜƴŘΤ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜ ŎŀƳǇ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƘǳŘŘŜǊŜŘΦ 
An infusion of foreign investment, mostly from America, retooled the studio in the mid-1950s. William Wyler shot most of Ben-Hur (1959) at Cinecittà. The studio had only a 
ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎǊŀŦǘǎƳŜƴ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ aŀƴƪƛŜǿƛŎȊΩǎ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭΦ aŀƴȅ ǿƘƻ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜse incredibly massive facades where hired externally for their construction skills. 
The amount of plaster and cement used in the construction effort ŘǿŀǊŦŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ wƻƳŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƴŜǿ hƭȅƳǇƛŎ ǎǘŀŘƛǳƳΤ ōȅ ŦŀǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ Ǉƻǎǘ ǿŀǊ 
building project ever undertaking at the studio.  After Cleopatra, Cinecittà continued to host American-ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ƳƻǾƛŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΤ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅΣ мфсрΩǎ The Agony and the 
Ecstasy and more ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ нллнΩǎ Gangs of New York.  
 
(Middle): the famed Hollywood sign situated on the rather barren Mt. Lee overlooking Los Angeles, California. Erected there in 1923 by Woodruff and Shoults, a pair of real 
estate developers to help promote their latest residential project, ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳŜŘ ƭŀƴŘƳŀǊƪ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨƭŀƴŘΩ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭy following its namesake. In 1940, the 
signΩǎ ŎŀǊŜǘŀƪŜǊΣ !ƭōŜǊǘ YƻǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŘǊƻǾŜ Ƙƛǎ ǘǊǳŎƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨIΩ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴŜōǊƛŀǘŜŘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ YƻǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ΨIΩ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŜƭƛŎŀǘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǊŜǇŀƛǊ 
for some time thereafter. Aspiring but failed starlet, Peg Entwhistle started the suicide craze, leaping to her death from these thirteen 30 ft. white letters in 1932. Since then, 
many others have followed suit. By the late 1970s the Hollywood sign was in a pathetic state of disrepair; both the ΨIΩ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ΨhΩ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎǊǳƳōƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ 
virtually unrecognizable. In 1978, ǊƻŎƪŜǊ !ƭƛŎŜ /ƻƻǇŜǊ ŘƻƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ΨhΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ /ƘŀƳōŜǊ ƻŦ /ƻƳƳŜǊŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŦǳƴŘ-raising to restore the rest of the sign. 
But the letters seen today are not the originals; actually 45 ft. likenesses made of steel; the Bay Cal Commercial Painting Co. stripping each down to their more durable metal 
bases and repainting them bright white in 2005. None of this has anything to do with Cleopatra, but it remains a fascinating bit of Hollywood history nonetheless. 

 
 
CƻǊ ŦƛŦǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƳȅ ƻŦ WƻǎŜǇƘ [Φ aŀƴƪƛŜǿƛŎȊΩǎ Cleopatra (1963) has effectively obscured most any of its virtues. By 
design Cleopatra was a celebration of production designer, John DeCuir (whose Roman forum set alone was actually one and 
a half times grander in scale than the actual forum because DeCuir felt the real forum was just not all that impressive). But 
Cleopatra ŀƭǎƻ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǘƻ aŀƴƪƛŜǿƛŎȊΩǎ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴ ŜǇƛŎ ƻŦ ǎŎƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ that he firmly believed would have 
mass appeal as genuine cinema art. The director toiled night and day, exhausting his own resources as well as those of 2oth 
Century-Fox; the latter nearly bankrupted by the time the film reached theaters where it could never be expected to recoup 
its initial outlay of $40 million.  
 
Even before cameras began rolling in Rome Cleopatra had already become an epic three times more expensive than Ben-Hur 
(1959) thanks to an extraordinary false start in England and the escalatinƎ ŘŜƭŀȅǎ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ōȅ ƛǘǎ ǎǘŀǊΣ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ ¢ŀȅƭƻǊΩǎ 
ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ wƻǳƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ Cleopatra cost Fox roughly $440 million of which less than half it earned back 
during its theatrical engagement ς despite the sale of tickets months in advance. 

 
9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ Ŏǳǘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ǾŜŜǊŜŘ ǿƛƭŘƭȅ ƻŦŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ aŀƴƪƛŜǿƛŎȊΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ Cleopatra quickly acquired a 
negative reputation for the perversity of its expenditures. Cast and crew had remained on salary even when they were not 
working; chauffeur-driven cars being supplied for leisure and a mineral water bill that could have bankrolled a small third 
ǿƻǊƭŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǎƘŜŜǘǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ ǳƴŎƘŜŎƪŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǘƛƳŜƭȅ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ aŀƴƪƛŜǿƛŎȊΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊ  
 


