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Writing under Pressure.

Ben Hecht between high art and hack work

Giaime Alonge

Università di Torino

Ben Hecht (1894-1964) experimented with the written word in every form available in his times. He started as a journalist and a novelist in the Teens and early Twenties. He was a playwright; his most famous play being The Front Page, from 1928, written with Charles MacArthur, his main collaborator during the Twenties and Thirties. He wrote for radio and television. In partnership with MacArthur, he produced independently (even if in connection with Paramount) and directed some films in New York, between 1934 and 1936, more than twenty years before John Cassavetes and the rise of independent cinema in the East Coast. He was a TV host as well. For about five months, between September 1958 and January 1959, Hecht conducted The Ben Hecht Show, where he did things quite uncommon for the Fifties, like saying that President Eisenhower was incompetent, or inviting surrealist painter Salvador Dalì who announced that he had discovered a new type of orgasm. After Dalì’s appearance, the station executives, who had repeatedly asked Hecht to calm down from the very beginning, decided to cancel the show. (Unfortunately there are no surviving video recordings of The Ben Hecht Show, just audio tapes. The Newberry Library holds an anthology of the show of about 40 minutes, on a vinyl disc. And a book has been published, with transcriptions of some programs.
) Last but not least, Ben Hecht has been a political activist, author of propaganda pageants and pamphlets, in the Forties supporting the birth of a Jewish State in Palestine, and in the early Sixties quarreling with Israel’s Labor Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion (Hecht was sort of a fellow traveler of Menachem Begin’s right-wing party Herut, the forerunner of today’s Likud). 

But if Hecht hadn’t also worked for Hollywood, where he wrote such classic movies as Howard Hawks’ Scarface and Alfred Hitchcock’s Notorious, probably he wouldn’t have entered the hall of fame of American popular culture. Beside his screenplays, his only work that today is still remembered is The Front Page, and this, at least partially, thanks to the movies, because there were three successful film adaptations of the play, respectively in 1931 (The Front Page, dir. Lewis Milestone), 1940 (His Girl Friday, dir. Howard Hawks) and 1974 (The Front Page, dir. Billy Wilder).
 This is quite ironic, since Hecht always considered his collaboration with the studios just hack work, an easy way to get a lot of money, not something worth remembering. It is an attitude shared by many American writers who worked for the movies during Hollywood’s golden age. Samson Raphaelson, for example, Ernst Lubitsch’s main screenwriter during the Thirties and Forties (he wrote some of Lubitsch’s most famous films, like Trouble in Paradise, The Shop around the Corner, Heaven Can Wait), went to Hollywood with the only goal of supporting his activity as a playwright, and till the end of his life he thought that if he was going to be remembered, it would be because of his plays, which in fact is not the case.
 Actually, there is one play that is still remembered, but, again, because of the movies – it is The Jazz Singer, that became the first talking picture. 

In his autobiography, Hecht quotes the telegram his friend Herman Mankiewicz sent him from Hollywood in 1926 (Mankiewicz, former drama critic for The New York Times and The New Yorker, in 1925 had left for Hollywood, where he immediately became a very successful screenwriter). It reads: «“Will you accept three hundred per week to work for Paramount Pictures. All expenses paid. The three hundred is peanuts. Millions are to be grabbed out here and your only competition is idiots. Don’t let this get around”».
 As I said, the text is published in Hecht’s autobiography. Actually, I did not see the original telegram. Maybe it is a fake – Hecht could have forged something like that. But even if it is a fake, it gives the sense of the attitude many writers had toward Hollywood. It is not a coincidence that this telegram is one of the most quoted documents in books and articles about American screenwriters. When Hecht received his first Oscar, in 1929, for writing the original story of Josef von Sternberg’s Underworld (he would win a second Oscar in 1935, for The Scoundrel, a movie he also directed, along with Charles MacArthur), he did not attend the ceremony, the very first edition of the Academy Awards. He sent a telegram to Douglas Fairbanks, president of the Academy. This is what he said:

THIS IS THE FIRST TIME I HAVE EVER RECEIVED OR BEEN PROMISED A STATUE AND I HARDLY KNOW HOW TO COPE WITH SO WEIRD AN HONOR STOP YOUR AWARD FILLS ME WITH A GREAT DEAL OF GRATITUDE STOP THE EXISTENCE OF YOUR ACADEMY AND ITS ACTIVE CONCERN FOR CLASSY MOVIES POINTS AGAIN TO THE FACT THAT HOLLYWOOD IS BECOMING LESS AND LESS AN OUTHOUSE ON PARNASSUS.

Hecht went on like this, insulting and mocking the film industry and its top executives, for the rest of his movie career. For example, in 1936 he wrote a satirical poem called Hecht’s Prayer to His Bosses. It was published by Stanley Rose, the owner of the bookshop near Musso and Frank Grill, a few blocks from Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, on Hollywood Boulevard (both the bookshop and the restaurant were places where Hollywood screenwriters used to congregate). It starts with the following verse:

Good gentlemen who overpay

Me fifty times for every fart,

Who hand me statues when I bray

And hail my whinneying as Art–

I pick your pockets every day

But how you bastards break my heart.

In his above mentioned autobiography, A Child of the Century, published in 1954, right after quoting Makiewicz’s telegram, Hecht writes: 

For many years I looked on movie writing as an amiable chore. It was a source of easy money and pleasant friendships. There was small responsibility. Your name as writer was buried in a flock of “credits”. Your literary pride was never involved. What critics said about the movie you had written never bothered you. They were usually criticizing something you couldn’t remember.
 

A Child of the Century is a book of six hundred and fifty pages, where cinema plays a relatively small part – no more than fifty pages. It is self-evident that Hecht did not consider himself first of all a screenwriter. The greater part of the volume is made up of recollections of Hecht’s adventures as a reporter in Chicago, and discussions about politics, especially regarding Jewish and Zionist issues. Hollywood is depicted as a fallen empire, that used to be run by a bunch of scoundrels and idiots, with a few exceptions, like David O. Selznick, a producer with whom Hecht often worked, developing a sincere bond of mutual respect and professional admiration. 

Walking at dawn in the deserted Hollywood streets in 1951, with David [Selznick], I listened to my favorite movie boss topple the town he had helped to build. The movies, said David, were over and done with. Hollywood was already a ghost town making foolish efforts to seem alive.


“Hollywood’s like Egypt”, said David. “Full of crumbled pyramids. It’ll never come back”.


As far as writing for the studios is concerned, it was a «work that required no more effort than a game of pinochle».
 In a long interview from 1959, part of a Columbia University’s oral history project,
 Hecht declares: «There is no art to the film. There never was, any more than there is to making toilet seats or socks or sausages. It’s a commodity for mass consumption».
 


It is quite likely that part of the Hollywood community was angered by Hecht’s irony and lack of gratitude, considering that he had been very well paid for “making toilet seats”. According to Leo C. Rosten, in 1938, among the American screenwriters, Hecht’s income was second only to Robert Riskin’s – Hecht got $159,996 (which corresponds more or less to $27 million of today), while Riskin earned $180,125.
 In a Los Angeles Times article from June 1954, the year Hecht published his autobiography, Hedda Hopper mentions a «raging controversy over his book».
 But the paradox is that some members of the film community agreed with Hecht. Both director Otto Preminger and producer David O. Selznick believed that, working for them, Hecht did waste his time and talent. In an interview with William MacAdams, author of one of Hecht’s biographies,
 the Austrian-American filmmaker says that Hecht was spoiled by his own greed, which forced him to work for Hollywood – if he had concentrated on literature and theatre, he would have been one of the best American authors of the Twentieth century.
 And this is what Sleznick wrote Hecht in 1950:

I am happy beyond words that you are back on “Child of the Century”. It has always seemed to me a really great tragedy that with the whole world waiting for the great American novel, your talent –one of the few that could possibly add impressively to the literature of our country – should be wasted on those Pico Boulevard rewrites. Yes, and Washington Boulevard rewrites (which doesn’t mean that I won’t again be trying to tempt you, but which does mean that the better part of me hopes you will have the character to resist).

Hecht’s mockery of Hollywood and its rituals, as well as his humorous regret about working for the studios («to rid myself of the guilt of going to Hollywood I punished myself by flying there»),
 are part of a larger picture, some sort of black legend that Ian Hamilton has labeled «the writer-in-chain saga».
 It is a tragic, almost Faustian, story about young – and not so young – gifted writers bullied by brutish producers like Jack Warner, whose definition of screenwriters as «schmucks with Underwoods» is one of the most quoted exempla of the legend. The story’s archetype is probably Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s last stay in Hollywood, when he tried unsuccessfully to build himself a reputation as a screenwriter. It is no accident that one of the main originators of the legend, literary critic Edmund Wilson, was a close friend of Fitzgerald, as well as the editor of his posthumous novel about Hollywood, The Last Tycoon. In a 1941 pamphlet, published right after Fitzgerald’s death (in December 1940), The Boys in the Back Room: Notes on California Novelists, Wilson openly accuses both the intrinsically anti-cultural city of Los Angeles (as opposite to cultivated San Francisco, and too far from the East Coast, and even more remote from Europe) and the movie industry of corrupting American authors. According to Wilson, California novelists like James Cain and John Steinbeck write bad books because of the movies’ invalidating influence. As far as Fitzgerald and Nathanael West are concerned, Hollywood’s responsibility is not just against their art, but even against their lives (West died in a car accident, coming back from a weekend in Mexico; according to some commentators, he had shortened his trip in order to attend Fitzgerald’s funeral).
 Wilson is not overly explicit about Hollywood’s “guilt” in these deaths, but the last paragraph of the book sounds like an obituary, and a curse against the studios: «Both West and Fitzgerald were writers of a conscience and with natural gifts rare enough in America or anywhere; and their failure to get the best out of their best years may certainly be laid partly to Hollywood, with its already appalling record of talent depraved and wasted».

Besides the fact that when he moved to Hollywood, in the late Thirties, Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s “best years” had long since passed, the point is that nobody, in the list of novelists, dramatists, poets, critics and literati, who are the heroes of the “writer-in-chains saga”, not even one had to go to California. They could have stayed in the East, earning much less money, most of them writing books and plays nobody cared about, but saving their souls. «Oh, what a fine novel would I have written, if I had not wasted my time and gift writing Shirley Temple’s dialogues», says the writer-in-chains. It is a die-hard legend. At the time, it was so strong that even such prominent moviemakers as Selznick and Preminger did accepted it. Contemporary historians, like Ian Hamilton, or, more recently, Tom Cerasulo, have underlined the intrinsic contradictions of the “writer-in-chains saga”.
 But other researchers more or less still believe it. In the introduction to Le classicisme hollywoodien, a volume she edited with Jean-Loup Bourget, Jacqueline Nacache writes: «Le parcours de la vie de Ben Hecht révèle la symétrie qui lie le sort du scénariste à celui des exilés européens, intellectuels et artistes brutalement confrontés à ce qu’ils considèrent comme la médiocrité de la culture populaire américaine. Comme eux Hecht est éternellement out of place»
. You can’t compare the experience of the anti-fascist exiles, who left Europe in the Thirties and early Forties, with that of the New York based American writers who moved to California after the introduction of sound. The Europeans were fleeing dictatorship and war, leaving behind their homes, families and friends. Hecht, Mankiewicz and the rest of the Algonquin round table, were happily saying goodbye to the low income which is part of Bohemian life. They did not arrive at Los Angeles Union Station in chains, but riding on luxury trains like the Super Chief, sipping Martinis in the dining car.

Moreover, when Hecht complains about his hack work for Hollywood, we shouldn’t take him too seriously. First of all, he also made totally opposite statements. In the issue of July 21st 1937 of the Daily Variety, there is a long ad, signed by Ben Hecht (who, supposedly, was very well paid for it), which says: 

I’ve always had the notion that the theatre could hit harder than the screen, bounce higher, say more and dig deeper.

After a look at Mr. Goldwyn’s production of “Dead End”, I entered Mr. Goldwyn’s office with head hung and ready to join the true faith, and murmur that I may have been wrong.

It is perhaps unfair to the stage to use the picture “Dead End” as a spokesman for the cinema-side. Because this opus as put on the screen by Mr. Goldwyn’s troupe of geniuses is as good a movie (the word “movie” is anathema for Mr. G.) as Hollywood has ever produced.

It is a more unflinching, undecorated and brilliant attack on the emotions than any stage play, including its own Broadway origin, I’ve seen in years.

Odd though it is to find one’s self writing a blurb for a Goldwyn picture, it’s my own fault, not Mr. G.’s. Among the things I did when I broke down and begged Mr. G.’s pardon for not having adored the art of the cinema before, was ask his permission to square myself with the Muses by coming out once flat-footed with a hosannah for a movie.

Mr. G. graciously granted me this permission and here is my hosannah – seventy trumpets strong and all pealing: “Dead End” is a knock out.

This text, entitled “I never did this before!”, is interesting for two reasons. First, it shows that classical Hollywood screenwriters were not necessarily among the blue collars of the dream factory. While the majority of them were unknown to the general public, some, like Hecht, achieved a quasi-star status, and their name could help promoting a movie. Second, this ad – even in a hyperbolic, and so subtly ironic, form – represents the total revision of the “outhouse on Parnasus” telegram. Sure, Hecht was paid for writing it. And – as I said – he wrote it in such a redundant style, that in the end the panegyric sounds a little bit fake. But, anyway, he did say that the movies are a powerful medium. In his long career, Hecht did a lot of hack work. He wrote very bad movies, like Legend of the Lost, a 1957 adventure film directed by Henry Hathaway, where a peculiar trio made of John Wayne, Sophia Loren and Rossano Brazzi wanders trough the Sahara desert looking for a mysterious ancient town. Or Queen of Outer Space, a science-fiction movie from 1958, with male astronauts staging a regime change on Venus, a planet run by women (Hecht is credited as author of the story, but it is not clear if he really wrote something or just “sold his name”). But Hecht also wrote smart, challenging movies, and he was aware of this. Underrating his own achievements as a screenwriter was just posturing, but it was also a tactic of survival, a tactic used by all the great Hollywood filmmakers, from John Ford to Howard Hawks and Alfred Hitchcock. If you are in Hollywood, don’t say you are doing “art”. Erich von Stroheim and Orson Welles said it and they were banned. Hecht believed in some of the movies he wrote. His last script – never completed because of his death; the Newberry Library holds a fascinating 67 page treatment – was a remake of Fritz Lang’s M. It is entitled The Praying Mantis. The story is set in post-World War Two Germany, a place where everybody has a Nazi past to conceal, with a pimp and his girls going after a woman serial killer. And during their detection they even meet the former mistress of an SS officer in the extermination camps, who greets them in her living room adorned with lamp-shades made out of female inmates’ skin (the character is clearly inspired by the figure of Ilse Koch, the so called “Witch of Buchenwald”). Considering Hecht’s involvement in the Jewish cause, it is self-evident that this project (meant for director Henry Hathaway – beside Legend of the Lost, they made some good pictures together, like Kiss of Death) was relevant to him. Further proof that Hecht “believed” in the movies is that he also worked as a director. Between the mid Thirties and the early Fifties, he (co)directed seven feature films. The four films released in the Thirties – Crime without Passion, Once in a Blue Moon, The Scoundrel, Soak the Rich – are particularly significant, because they were also produced by Hecht, who had set up an independent company with Charles MacArthur, one of the very first example of writer-producer-director in the history of American cinema. If you consider working for the movies just “an amiable chore”, you do not bother producing and directing your own scripts.

But even if Hecht, more or less secretly, had a genuine interest in some of his movies, or some faith in cinema in general as an art form, it is beyond any doubt that he despised most of what he did for the studios and, at the same time, regretted not achieving a literary status, something he laid the blame for on Hollywood (of course). In the very first pages of A Child of the Century, he writes: «I can understand the literary critic’s shyness toward me. It is difficult to praise a novelist or a thinker who keeps popping up as the author of innumerable movie melodramas. It is like writing about the virtues of a preacher who keeps carelessly getting himself arrested in bordellos»
. Problem is Hecht’s novels are definitively disappointing. Being involved in the movie industry, even if it played a role, was not the only, nor even the main, reason why literary critics – at the time and after – did not think highly of Hecht (according to Leslie Fiedler, Hecht «appears in retrospect not merely to fall short of final excellence, but to remain somehow irrelevant to the main lines of development of fiction in the United States»
). In Hecht’s literary works there is a very clear dichotomy. On the one hand there are his ten novels, most of them published in the Twenties and early Thirties (after a Jew in Love, from 1931, there are just two novels: I Hate Actors!, 1944, and The Sensualists, 1959). On the other hand, there are books which are not novels, most of them published between the mid-Forties and the mid-Sixties, when Hecht basically ceased being a novelist. There are various (auto)biographical books: A Child of the Century, Letters from Bohemia (a collection of letters between Hecht and some of his most famous friends, like Sherwood Anderson, H.L. Mencken, George Grosz), Gaily, Gaily: The Memoirs of a Cub Reporter in Chicago, Charlie: The Improbable Life and Times of Charles MacArthur, My Story (Marilyn Monroe’s autobiography, for which Hecht worked as a ghostwriter, the most radical form of hackwork possible). There are political books: A Guide for the Bedevilled (on anti-Semitism) and Perfidy (against David Ben-Gurion). And there are many short stories, often collected into single editions, the best one being 1001 Afternoons in Chicago, a collection of some of his brief urban sketches, published in 1921 on the Chicago Daily News. The (auto)biographies are full of humor, especially when he talks about his favorite subject: Chicago in the years of his youth. This is a delightful page from Gaily, Gaily, where Hecht tells of his first contacts with psychoanalysis, in 1913 (later in his life, in Hollywood, he would become some sort of a specialist on the subject; that’s why he was chosen for Hitchcock’s Spellbound), when his newspaper boss sends him to interview an Austrian doctor, who looks like a character from a screwball comedy:

Mr. Mahoney had a dubious assignment for me.

“Here’s a letter from some fellow named Wilhelm Stekel who lays claim to being a professor from Vienna,” said Mr. Mahoney. “And the colleague of somebody name Sid or Sam Freud. The writing is hard to decipher, besides being written in pidgin English. Ever hear of anybody named Frood or Freud?”

I had not.

“This is the third communiqué from the Viennese joker.” Mr. Mahoney stared irritably at the letter. “He wishes to be interviewed by our representative concerning a new science called psychoanalyzing. He is stopping at the Chicago Beach Hotel, which is proof that he is not a bum. Further, deponent sayeth not.”

Mr. Mahoney handed me the letter.

“It’s probably some traveling hypnotist hungering for publicity,” said Mahoney. “Ask him what the hell psychoanalyzation is. There may be a little feature story in it. And don’t forget to notice if our boy has a beard. It always helps perk up a story.”

Hecht’s political writings, tough often factious and opinionated, are always live and biting. And some of his short stories are real masterpieces, especially those from the 1001 Afternoons in Chicago, which capture the tempo and the experience of the great city in a stunningly vivid and rich form. Some stories are micro-narratives, with characters and events sculpted in a sharp, concise, almost Hemingway-like, prose
. For example, in The Way Home, Hecht describes the feelings of a lonely Mexican emigrant in a Chicago employment agency: 

Now he hunts a job on a chilly spring morning. When the proper job is chalked up on the bulletin board he will go in and ask for it. He stands and waits and thinks how happy he was in the country he abandoned and what a fool he was to leave the white dust of its roads, its hills and blazing suns. And some days, he thinks, he will go back, although there is nothing to go back for. Yet it is pleasant to stand and dream of a place one has known and whither one may return.

Other stories are written in a lyric, non-narrative style – they are poetic, almost dream-like descriptions of the city and its dwellers. In Fog Patterns, for example, Hecht depicts the fog as a giant cat who devours the great city, slowing down its rhythm:

Usually the busy part of the city is like the exposed mechanism of some monstrous clock. And people scurry about losing themselves in cogs and springs and levers.

But now the monstrous clock is almost hidden. The stores and offices and factories that form the mechanism of this clock are buried behind the fog. The cat has eaten them up. Hidden within the mist the cogs still turn and the springs unwind. But for the moment they seem non-existent.

But in the end the fog disappears, and the city goes back to its normal beat, showing all its beauty and might:

The fog has gone. The city has popped back and sprawls triumphantly into space. For a moment it seems as if the city had sprung up in an hour. Then its sturdy walls and business windows begin to mock at the memory of the fog in my mind. “Fogs do not devour us,” they say. “We are the ones who do the devouring. We devour fogs and people and days.” Marvelous buildings.

Overhead the sky floats like a gray and white balloon, as if it were a toy belonging to the city.

As I said, a selection of the 1001 Afternoons in Chicago was published as a book, but originally the short stories were conceived as a newspaper column, written and read fast, one every day (Hecht’s speed was legendary – apparently, he wrote Scarface in forteen days
). They were not meant as Art. They were journalism, high class journalism, but journalism anyway. The problem is that when Hecht enters into the realm of High Culture, all of a sudden the quality of his prose disappears. His novels are surprisingly verbose, considering he was a journalist and a short story writer. 1001 Afternoons in Chicago is a perfect incarnation of modernist imagery, in tune with the Jazz Age and the spirit of the avant-garde, with which Hecht had direct contact in Europe. Right after the end of the Great War, he lived for more than a year in Germany, as a foreign correspondent, and there he mixed with dada artists and made friends with Geroge Grosz (who, during his exile in the United States, illustrated one of Hecht’s books – 1001 Afternoons in New York, published in 1941). Back in the United States, from 1923 to 1924 Hecht published The Chicago Literary Times, a paper strongly influenced by the avant-garde – Ezra Pound, George Grosz and Expressionist illustrator Alfred Kubin contributed to it. Surprisingly enough, Hecht’s novels form the Twenties are haunted by late-nineteenth century ghosts, informed by an incongruous Decadent imagery, full of Nietzschean male characters obsessed by sexual desires, “art for art’s sake”, and the endless reaffirmation of their own genius. Fantazius Mallare: A Mysterious Oath, Hecht’s second novel, published in 1922, tells the story of a misanthropic artist («An intolerable loathing for life, an illuminated contempt for men and women, had long ago taken possession of him. This philosophic attitude was the product of his egoism»
), who spends the whole book in abstruse lucubrations, wondering if sleeping or not with a gipsy girl he has “bought”, who, in the end, makes love with Mallare’s servant, «a little monster whom he called Goliath and who was a dwarfed and paralytic negro».
 Because of the story’s erotic content, and most of all because of the soft-core Beardsley-like illustrations by Wallace Smith, Hecht was sentenced for obscenity, something that cost him his post at the Chicago Daily News. But for today’s readers, Fantazius Mallare is just the poor man’s À rebours, a book strangely old fashioned for the early Twenties, and definitely remote from the modernism of the 1001 Afternoons in Chicago. Hecht’s opus is sort of schizophrenic – the novels are intrinsically tied to a moribund late Nineteenth century culture, while his other works, short pieces written in haste, are in tune with the Twentieth century. 

Hecht’s screenplays are on the modern side of his production. Hecht’s main film hero, the urban scoundrel (gangster, newspaperman, cynical cop, crooked lawyer), who fights an endless Darwinian battle for supremacy in a world with no legal nor moral rules, has a Nitzschean soul, but is totally lacking Mallare’s ennui. On the contrary, he has an appetite for action which is opposite to the cerebral immobility of Hecht’s novels’ characters. And Hecht’s treatments and screenplays, especially those of gangster movies and comedies, two eminently urban genres (whose birth and development was largely due to Hecht), are often set in towns depicted in terms not far from the style of 1001 Afternoons in Chicago. Just see the opening of the first draft of Underworld’s story, which literally seems to have sprung out of one of the “afternoons” (it is one of his first experiences with the movies – he is not yet a screenwriter; comparing the three different drafts, hold respectively the first and the third ones by the Margaret Herrick Library, and the second one by the Newberry Library, we can observe Hecht progressively developing a cinematic style):

A million alarm clocks were ringing in a million bedrooms. The city was waking up and rubbing the sleep out of its eyes.


The milk wagons were coming home.


The street cars and L trains were filling with sleepy bundles of men and women.


The newspapers were being opened and the hired girls were lighting the gas stoves.


The huge tossing mechanism of steel, smoke and stone; of windows, of lusts, derbies, despairs and hallelujahs identified on the maps as Chicago was getting up steam for another day.

  But the “modern” nature of Hecht’s movie writing does not mean that there are no differences between his films and the 1001 Afternoons in Chicago. Hecht’s screenplays are “modern”, but in the sense of Miriam Hansen’s “vernacular modernism” –  «classical Hollywood cinema could be imagined as a cultural practice on a par with the experience of modernity, as an industrially produced, mass-based, vernacular modernism»
. The short stories of 1001 Afternoons in Chicago have a style quite far from cinematic action and witty dialogue. If overlapping dialogue and wisecracks are the main features of Hecht’s style as a playwright and a screenwriter in the Twenties and Thirties, these features are totally absent from this book. The heroes of The Front Page and His Girl Friday talk very fast, so fast that they can hardly listen to each other. It is the way of talking of the great city, a typical way of talking of the modern world – speed, chaos, distraction. But the characters of 1001 Afternoons in Chicago don’t talk. In the majority of these short stories the protagonists are poor immigrants, newcomers in the great city, stunned by it, speechless, unable to explain to others and to themselves the reason of their pain. The first short story of the book, Fanny, is about a young prostitute, recently arrived in Chicago from the countryside. She is in court, questioned by the judge, to whom she can’t answer:

Why did Fanny do this? The judge would like to know. The judge would like to help her. The judge says: “Now, Fanny, tell me all about it.”

All about it, all about it! Fanny’s stoical face stares at the floor. If Fanny had words. But Fanny has no words.

In The Pig, in another court (a place we encounter often in the book, as well as in Hecht’s filmography), a Slavic immigrant who has savagely beaten his wife, can’t justify himself. Actually, he has a reason. The woman killed his beloved pig, which he was raising in their bathroom, probably in an attempt to reproduce a fragment of the rural life he left behind in the Old Country, but, like Fanny, «Anton Popapovitch can’t explain it. It must remain one of the mysteries of our city»
. In The Thing in the Dark, a man who lives in a bleak rooming-house, is terrified by darkness and goes mad. The doctors can’t tell the reason: «The only thing they found out about him was that he used to be a sailor»
. The silence of these characters is the dark side of the overlapping dialogue; they both represent the neurosis of the modern existence – no words or too many words is the same, the result is always that people can’t understand each other. But, besides Harpo Marx, silent characters weren’t of much use in Hollywood (nor in Broadway), and so, while Walter Burns, scoundrel hero of The Front Page, was perfect for the screen, Fanny and her companions from the 1001 Afternoons in Chicago couldn’t get to Hollywood.
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