
by Charlie Achuff, Madeline F. Matz

In June of 1937, Los Angeles Times writer Alma Whitaker told a heartwarming anecdote in her
regular society column. Eve Unsell, Hollywood dramatist, she wrote, had “been adopted by” a
motherless seal pup camped out on the beach near her Malibu home. Although the pup had
already been rescued, nursed back to health, and released back into the ocean by the volunteers at
Los Flores Inn, the seal had not returned to sea. When Unsell started to feed the animal every day,
the pup somehow crossed the highway from the beach to the former screenwriter’s front door.
“Eve now understands what is expected of her,” teased Whitaker (D7).

While Whitaker’s sketch depicts Eve Unsell as someone everyone knew, by the late 1930s her
career was waning, and such articles, or any news items about her, for that matter, were rare.
Sadly, this was the last news item, and it appeared less than one month before the writer’s
unexpected and unexplained death. We know only that her death certificate indicates that the
cause of death was “general peritonitis” following an operation on June 26, 1937. Yet this
information does not begin to explain who she was or even why she was worthy of mention in the
society pages and trade magazines, let alone the Los Angeles Times. Unsell’s death also brings
something else curious to our attention by her death—the fluctuation of her date of birth. Her
obituary in the Los Angeles Times gives her age as fifty years old, which means that she would
have been born in 1887, and perhaps following the obituary, Doyle and Slide’s Necrology also list
the year of her birth as 1887 (1999, 267).

However, the 1930 US Census lists Unsell’s age as thirty-eight, which would make her year of
birth 1892 not 1887. While Unsell would not have been the first person working in the
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entertainment industry to subtract five years from her age, we wonder about the difference
between fudging for publicity and for the census, also the source of the information that Unsell
was born in Chicago, Illinois. We learn from a 1919 profile of their illustrious former citizen in the
Topeka Daily Capital that Unsell was raised in Caldwell, Kansas, and attended Christian College
in Columbia, Missouri, after being expelled from Hardin College for lighting a firecracker in the
school chapel (n.p.). Earlier in her career, in 1913, Moving Picture World supplied the
information that she received training as a journalist and magazine writer while working for the
Kansas City Post. She toured Europe with her parents for two years then started postgraduate
study in literature and drama at Boston’s Emerson College (1427).

Further autobiographical detail is supplied by a Moving Picture World interview, also conducted
in 1919, which tells us Unsell’s version of her discovery. The short story she wrote for an extension
course at Oxford University, later dramatized, caught the attention of theatrical agent Beatrice
deMille. DeMille hired Unsell as a play reader for her own theatrical company in New York, where
Unsell was living by 1910, according to the census of that year. It was while reading plays for
deMille that Unsell learned plot construction as well as what she calls plot “detecting.” It was
here, too, that she met the theatre impresario David Belasco, who cast her in the theatrical
comedy “Excuse Me.” Unsell glosses over a two-year stage career, focusing instead on what she
learned observing rehearsals for Belasco’s “Rose of the Rancho,” a turning point in her writing
career (1169).

Indeed, it was not long before Unsell’s study of dramatic structure paid off, and she sold several
film scenarios to the Pathé Freres and the Kalem Company. Then in 1913, a big year for her,
Moving Picture World announced that Kalem had produced Unsell’s scenario, The Pawnbroker’s
Daughter (1913), and that she had signed a contract with Cecil B. DeMille and Jesse L. Lasky for
what was then the Famous Players Film Company and would soon become the Jesse L. Lasky
Feature Play Company (1427). In 1915, after two years with Famous Players, she resigned, Moving
Picture World tells us, to focus on freelance work (545). A year later, the same publication is
interested enough in Unsell to report that although she was only at Famous Players for two years,
she had written films for John Barrymore, Mary Pickford, and Marguerite Clark (1894). This
leads us to assume that she was one of the more highly regarded writers in a group that then
included such experts as Jeanie Macpherson and Beulah Marie Dix.

If there is a pattern to Eve Unsell’s eighteen-year career, it would be alternation between freelance
and studio contract work. A year after leaving the Lasky company, and having just opened her
own offices in New York to handle the large amount of work that had come to her, Unsell was
offered a contract to write for what in 1916 would become Famous Players-Lasky Corporation.
Accepting Lasky’s offer, she moved from New York to Los Angeles, and it would be with the new
Lasky company that Unsell would have more responsibility and opportunity than ever before. The
headline “Eve Unsell Will Sail for England” announced that she had been selected by Lasky to
head Famous Players-Lasky Film Producers, whose aim was to feature European locations and to
produce “the works of the greatest Continental writers” (515). As Rachael Low tells us in her
history of the British Film Industry, both Unsell and Margaret Turnbull went to Islington as
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writers, but only stayed with the relatively unsuccessful venture two years (1971, 142–3). Of the
twelve pictures produced in those two years, Unsell wrote one, The Call of Youth (1921). This
professional experience must have been confidence-building for Unsell, who by 1921 had resigned
from what in 1916 had become the Famous Players-Lasky Corporation and was back in New York
and forming her own company, Eve Unsell Photoplay Staff, Inc., the only company of its kind
headed by a woman. Advertising itself as bringing together the best scenarists in the industry: the
company offered “a well selected group of trained writers” who would edit, synopsize, and revise
scripts, providing, as Photoplay worded it that year, “a detailed personal service” to motion
picture producers who would not need to maintain their own scenario departments if they used
this service (n. pag.). It is unclear what happened to the Eve Unsell Photoplay Staff, Inc., but the
remainder of the 1920s saw continued high activity in Unsell’s career as a writer.

Moving between freelance and studio work, she headed the scenario department of R-C Pictures
in Los Angeles and worked with the staff at Preferred Pictures as well as in Cecil B. DeMille’s
writing department, helping to create films for such stars as “Baby Peggy” Montgomery and Clara
Bow. The extant Baby Peggy film Captain January (1924) has been revived in recent years for
silent film festival screenings. This heartwarming film tells the story of a shipwrecked little girl
who is rescued and raised by a kindly lighthouse keeper until the outside world attempts to break
them up.

In her remarkably busy career, Eve Unsell wrote original scenarios or adapted sources that were
produced as more than ninety films, and she served as a film editor as well on at least six others.
It is possible that the number of titles she worked on exceeds this estimate, and here we would
need to consider that she also used the pseudonym Oliver W. Geoffreys as well as listed her name
as E. M. Unsell, as was often the practice during this period. We know little more of her private
life than that she was married to Lester Blankfield from 1911 until her death in 1937. Many details
of her career are as yet unknown, although it is clear from her filmography that she was prolific,
and from the business challenges that she took on herself as well as from the level of
responsibility she was given in the Famous Players-Lasky Company that she exemplified the
consummate female career professional.

See also: Beatrice De Mille, Beulah Marie Dix, Jeanie Macpherson, Mary Pickford, Margaret
Turnbull
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Filmography
A. Archival Filmography: Extant Film Titles:

1. Eve Unsell as Screenwriter

The Dawn of a Tomorrow. Dir.: James Kirkwood, sc.: Eve Unsell (Famous Player Film Co. US
1915) cas.: David Powell, Forrest Robinson,, Margaret Seddon, si, b&w, 5 reels. Archive: Svenska
Filminstitutet [SES], Library of Congress [USW].

The Second in Command. Dir.: William J. Bowman, sc.: Eve Unsell (Quality Pictures Corp. US
1915) cas.: Francis X. Bushman, Marguerite Snow, William Clifford, si, b&w, 5 reels. Archive:
George Eastman Museum [USR].
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Forbidden Paths. Dir.: Robert T. Thornby, st.: Eve Unsell, sc.: Beatrice C. de Mille, Leighton
Osmun (Jesse L. Lasky Feature Play Co. US 1917) cas.: Vivian Martin, Sessue Hayakawa, Tom
Forman, si, b&w, 5 reels. Archive: Library of Congress [USW].

Heart’s Desire. Dir.: Francis J. Grandon, st.: Shannon Fife, sc.: Eve Unsell (Famous Players Film
Co. US 1917) cas.: Marie Doro, Alan (Albert) Roscoe, Mario Majeroni, si, b&w, 5 reels. Archive:
Library of Congress [USW].

Her Silent Sacrifice/The Red Mouse. Dir.: Edward José, sc.: Eve Unsell (Select Pictures Corp. US
1917) cas.: Alice Brady, Henry Clive, R. Payton Gibbs, Blanche Craig, Arda La Croix, Edmund
Pardo, si, b&w, 5 reels. Archive: Library of Congress [USW].

Suspense. Dir.: Frank Reicher, adp.: Eve Unsell (Screencraft Pictures, Inc. US 1919) cas.: Mollie
King, Howard Truesdell, Izeth Munro, si, b&w, 6 reels. Archive: Library of Congress [USW].

Mrs. Wiggs of the Cabbage Patch. Prod.: Adolph Zukor, dir.: Hugh Ford, adp: Eve Unsell, 
(Famous Players-Lasky Corp. US 1919) cas.: Marguerite Clark, Mary Carr, Vivia Ogden, Gareth
Hughes, si, b&w, 5 reels, 4,542ft. Archive: Library of Congress [USW].

Captain Fly-by-Night. Dir.: William K. Howard, sc.: Eve Unsell (R-C Pictures US 1922) cas.:
Johnnie Walker, Francis McDonald, Shannon Day, si, b&w, 5 reels, 4,940ft. Archive: George
Eastman Museum [USR], Library and Archives Canada [CAO], UCLA Film and Television Archive
[USL].

Shadows. Prod.: B. P Schulberg, dir.: Tom Forman, sc.: Eve Unsell, Hope Loring (Preferred
Pictures, Inc. US 1922) cas.: Lon Chaney, Marguerite De La Motte, Harrison Ford, si, b&w, 7 reels,
7,040ft. Archive: Cineteca Nazionale [ITN], Library of Congress [USW], George Eastman
Museum [USR], UCLA Film and Television Archive [USL].

Are You A Failure? Prod.: B. P. Schulberg, dir.: Tom Forman, st.: Larry Evans, sc.: Eve Unsell
(Preferred Pictures, Inc. US 1923) cas.: Madge Bellamy, Lloyd Hughes, Tom Santschi, si, b&w, 6
reels, 5,700 ft. Archive: Museum of Modern Art [USM].

Circus Days. Prod.: Sol Lesser, Jackie Coogan, Sr, dir.: Edward F. Cline, adp: Edward F. Cline,
Harry Weil, ttl: Eve Unsell, ed: Irene Morra, aut.: James Otis (Associated First National Pictures
US 1923) cas.: Jackie Coogan, Barbara Tennant, Russell Simpson, Claire McDowell, si, b&w, 6
reels, 6,183 ft. Archive: Centre National du Cinéma et de l’Image Animée [FRB], Gosfilmofond of
Russia [RUR], Filmoteca Española [ESM], Filmoteca de Catalunya [ESB].

Long Live the King. Dir.: Victor Schertzinger, adp: C. Gardner Sullivan, Eve Unsell (Metro
Pictures Corp. US 1923) cas.: Jackie Coogan, Rosemary Theby, Ruth Renick, Vera Lewis, Alan
Hale, si, b&w, 10 reels, 9,364 ft. Archive: Gosfilmofond of Russia [RUR].

Captain January. Prod.: Sol Lesser, dir.: Edward F. Cline, sc.: Eve Unsell, John Grey, (Principal
Pictures US 1924) cas.: Hobart Bosworth, Baby Peggy, Irene Rich, si, b&w, 6 reels, 6,194 ft.
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Archive: Centre National du Cinéma et de l’Image Animée [FRB], Gosfilmofond of Russia [RUR],
Library of Congress [USW], George Eastman Museum [USR], UCLA Film and Television Archive
[USL], Danske Filminstitut [DKK], Cinémathèque Française [FRC].

Daughters of Pleasure. Dir.: William Beaudine, James Flood, st.: Caleb Proctor, adap.: Eve Unsell
(B.F. Zeidman Productions US 1924) cas.: Monte Blue, Marie Prevost, Clara Bow, Wilfred Lucas,
Edyth (Edith) Chapman, si, b&w, 6 reels. Archive: Library of Congress [USW], UCLA Film and
Television Archive [USL].

The Triflers. Dir.: Louis J. Gasnier, adp.: Eve Unsell, John Goodrich(B.P. Schulberg Productions
US 1924) cas.: Mae Busch, Elliott Dexter, Frank Mayo, si, b&w, 7 reels, 6,626 ft. Archive: Library
of Congress [USW].

The Golden Strain. Prod.: William Fox, dir.: Victor Schertzinger, adp.: Eve Unsell  (Fox Film
Corp. US 1925) cas.: Hobart Bosworth, Kenneth Harlan, Madge Bellamy, si, b&w, 6 reels, 5,969 ft.
Archive: Museum of Modern Art [USM].

The Parasite. Dir.: Louis J. Gasnier, sc.: Eve Unsell (B. P. Schulberg Prod. US 1925) cas.: Owen
Moore, Madge Bellamy, Bryant Washburn, si, b&w, 6 reels, 5,140 ft. Archive: Library of Congress
[USW].

The Plastic Age. Dir.: Wesley Ruggles, adp.: Eve Unsell, Frederica Sagor (B. P. Schulberg
Productions US 1925) cas.: Donald Keith, Clara Bow, Henry B. Walthall, Gilbert Roland, Mary
Alden, si, b&w, 7 reels, 6,488 ft. Archive: Library of Congress [USW], UCLA Film and Television
Archive [USL], Academy Film Archive [USF].

Sandy. Prod.: William Fox, dir.: Harry Beaumont, adp.: Eve Unsell (Fox Film Corp. US 1926) cas.:
Madge Bellamy, Leslie Fenton, Harrison Ford, Charles Farrell, si, b&w, 8 reels, 7,850 ft. Archive:
Museum of Modern Art [USM].

Yellow Fingers. Prod.: William Fox, dir.: Emmett Flynn, sc.: Eve Unsell (Fox film Corp. US 1926)
cas.: Olive Borden, Ralph Ince, Claire Adams, Edward Piel, si, b&w, 6 reels, 5,594 ft. Archive:
Národní Filmov Archiv [CZP].

The Spirit of Youth. Dir.: Walter Lang, st.: Elmer Harris, Eve Unsell (Tiffany-Stahl Productions,
Inc. US 1929) cas.: Dorothy Sebastian, Larry Kent, Betty Francisco, si, b&w, 7 reels, 6,261 ft.
Archive: UCLA Film and Television Archive [USL].

2. Eve Unsell as Continuity

Love’s Wilderness. Prod.: Asher-Small-Rogers, Corinne Griffith, dir.: Robert Z. Leonard, adp.:
Helen Klumph, cont.: Eve Unsell (Corinne Griffith Productions US 1924) cas.: Corinne Griffith,
Holmes E. Herbert, Ian Keith, si, b&w, 7 reels, 7,037 ft. Archive: George Eastman Museum [USR].

The Girl From Montmartre. Dir.: Alfred E. Green, cont: Eve Unsell, ed.: June Mathis, Al Hall
(Associated Holding Corp. US 1926) cas.: Barbara La Marr, Lewis Stone, Robert Ellis, si, b&w, 6

https://www.cnc.fr/?Menu=MNU_CNC
http://gosfilmofond.ru/
http://www.loc.gov/avconservation/
https://www.eastman.org/moving-image
https://www.cinema.ucla.edu/
https://www.dfi.dk/
https://www.cinematheque.fr/fr/practical-information.html
http://www.loc.gov/avconservation/
https://www.cinema.ucla.edu/
http://www.loc.gov/avconservation/
https://www.moma.org/research-and-learning/film-preservation/
http://www.loc.gov/avconservation/
http://www.loc.gov/avconservation/
https://www.cinema.ucla.edu/
https://www.oscars.org/film-archive
https://www.moma.org/research-and-learning/film-preservation/
https://nfa.cz/
https://www.cinema.ucla.edu/
https://www.eastman.org/moving-image


reels, 6,200 ft. Archive: George Eastman Museum [USR], UCLA Film and Television Archive
[USL].

B. Filmography: Non-Extant Film Titles:

1. Eve Unsell as Screenwriter

The Pawnbroker’s Daughter, 1913; The Man from Mexico, 1914; One of Our Girls, 1914;
Wildflower, 1914; Are You a Mason? 1915; Richard Carvel, 1915; The Silent Voice, 1915; Behind
Closed Doors/Love’s Cross Roads/ Love’s Crossed Trail, 1916; The Honorable Friend, 1916; The
Ransom, 1916; The Reapers, 1916; The Crystal Gazer, 1917; Double Crossed, 1917; The Dummy,
1917; The Eternal Temptress, 1917; The Fortunes of Fifi, 1917; Freckles, 1917; The Long Trail,
1917; Over There, 1917; The Tides of Barnegat, 1917; The Debt of Honor/Her Debt of Honor,
1918; In Pursuit of Polly/ The Pursuit of Polly, 1918; Madame Jealousy/Jealous, 1918; The
Prodigal Wife, 1918; Sunshine Nan, 1918; A Woman of Impulse, 1918;  The Whirlpool, 1918; Eyes
of the Soul, 1919; The Great Shadow, 1919; His Parisian Wife/The Parisian Wife, 1919; The
Marriage Price/For Sale, 1919; Out of the Shadow/The Shadow of the Rope, 1919; The Test of
Honor/The Malefactor, 1919; Three Men and a Girl/The Three Bears, 1919; The Trap/A
Women’s Law, 1919; The Cup of Fury, 1920; Sinners, 1920; The Call of Youth, 1921; The Great
Day, 1921; The Price of Possession, 1921; A Private Scandal, 1921; Silent Years, 1921; The Call of
Home, 1922; Five Days to Live/The Street of the Flying Dragon, 1922; French Heels, 1922; Up
and At ‘Em, 1922; Chastity, 1923; The Hero, 1923; Poor Men’s Wives, 1923; The Breath of
Scandal, 1924; Shadows of Paris, 1924; White Man, 1924; Wine, 1924; The Ancient Highway,
1925; The Ancient Mariner, 1925; The Girl of Gold, 1925; Hell’s Highroad, 1925; The Necessary
Evil, 1925; Percy, 1925; Thunder Mountain, 1925; What Fools Men, 1925; Exclusive Rights, 1926;
Her Second Chance, 1926; The Lily, 1926; Siberia, 1926; The Yankee Señor, 1926; Conquest,
1928; The Medicine Man, 1930.

2. Eve Unsell as Editor

Devotion, 1921; Thorns and Orange Blossoms, 1922; The Lonely Road, 1923; Refuge, 1923; The
Scarlet Lily, 1923.

Credit Report
Numerous online sources claim Eve Unsell wrote scenarios for The Million, 1914; Mrs. Black is
Back, 1914; The Morals of Marcus, 1915; and Twice Born Woman, 1921, however, her
participation cannot be confirmed in either Spehr or the AFI catalogs. The Parasite, 1925, is listed
in some sources as being directed by Louis Gasnier and other sources by B.P. Schulberg. It is most
likely that Schulberg produced and Gasnier directed.
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