


J1TENC43Y AN 3RL

wood figures and their society. Carr broad-
ens his inquiry to examine larger social
and political evidences, around the coun-
try, of the peculiar animus resulting from
the Gabler paradox: how these very Jews
who were trying to be ultra-American pro-
voked American hatred.

$ AN INSTRUMENT for his inguiry
Carr devised a concept that he
) calls “the Hollywood Question™a
phrase with which he wishes to update
that venerable and troublesome phrase
“the Jewish Question.” The latter, he says,
is 2 term that “in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century ... articulated a
problem: given their cultural and reli-
gious differences, should Jews enjoy the
same basic rights as everyone clse?” He
says that the Hollywood Question is “not a
garden variety of anti-Semitism,” that
such a diagnosis fails to understand “the
full impact of the Question.” I am unable
to sce that Carr’s book benefits to any great
degree by his change of name; but what-
ever the term, the results of his inguiry are
vivid, disgusting, and enlightening.

His work is in three parts, dividing the
1880-1941 span of the book inte chrono-
logical segments. Here I cite examples
from all three parts of the areas into which
Carr has traced the rush of the anti-Semi-
tism caused by Hollywood. Part One cov-
ers the period from 188010 1929. The years
before the arrival of film, in 1895, set the
tumnid scene. After fili'’s arrival, the first
explosion was in the subject of sex—not so
much sex on the sereen as behind it and
around it. Sexisso dominant an element in
films, however chaste, and the presence of
attractive women is so essential, that Hol-
lywood’s odore di fernmina quickly infuri-
ated the ready-to-roll haters. This sexual
obsession had festered viciously enough
about Jews as theater producers; but be-
cause films were exponentially so much
more invasive of privacy and fantasy, the
presence of Jews at the source of these in-
vasions was especially intolerable. Lovely
gentile maidens in the paws of ape-like
Jewish studio chiefs: this was too much.

Oligarchy came soon after sex. Jewish
business control of films excluded others
(it was claimed) and allegedly fostered
Jewish warpings of the truth, and this
“fact” galvanized virulent clements in the
pulpit as well as the press. (With an
ancient spurious logic, this Jewish promi-
nence was also attacked because it was dis-
proportionate to the Jewish percentage of
the immigrant population—Iless than two
percent in 1910.) The real fact that the
majority of American films were wrapped
in cookie-cutier, red-white-and-blue vir-
tues mattered little to those clergymen
and editors who were hungry to hate.

One especially bitter instance was the
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behavior of the Catholic Church. In the
nineteenth century, American Catholics,
especially the Irish, had been constantly
affronted by the Protestant majority. {As
late as the late 1920s, when I was a boy
working summers on upstate New York
farms, if I madc a mistake I was called
“you Irishman”) Stll, when the chance
came o Catholics to use comparable tac-
tics on others, they seized it. Admittedly
they were in some degree heated by Irish
stereotypes in films, but these only opened
the floodgates of long-stored Catholic
hatred of Jews. (This subject has only re-
cenily come in for wide discussion.) Early-
twentieth-century Catholic organizations
and churchmen attacked pictures that
they said were produced by “foreign-born
Jews of the lowest sort.” In 1927, for exam-
ple, Jewish-owned studios presented The
Callahans and the Murphys, about feud-
ing tenement families, and frish Hearts,
about immigrant romance—two senti-
mental films that Catholic groups assailed
as ethnic caricature.

Congress itself found time to debate
the Jewishness of the film world. In 1926,
after a Ku Khux Klan newspaper fumed
(without specification) about the way that
“certain Jew pictures” ridiculed “the Pro-
testant ministry of the land,” Representa-
tive W. B. Shaw of Georgia testified to the
same cffect before a federal hearing. The
heat was heated further by The Protocols of
the Eiders of Zion, the malicious forgery
about Jews that arrived here shortly after
World War 1. A grating oddity: the Proto-
cols assailed Jews for their radicalism, not
for their capitalist greed, and one result of
this new angle of attack was to link Jews
with the anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti.
The arrest and eventual execution of those
two men in 1927, says Carr, “attested to a
fear of radicalism and anarchy that ex-
tended to almost any foreigner, but espe-
cially Jewish immigrants.”

N PART TWO, dealing with the years
from 1929 to 1941, Carr examines the
ways in which the Question was
linked with the Depression, communism,
and the approach of World War 11.

Throughout the 1930s the stereotype
of the Jewish movie mogul implicitly
addressed crises representative of New
Deal concerns. The immoral, leering,
hook-nosed, cigar-chomping executive
became yet ancther enthymeme of the
Hollywood Question—a lament {or an
older traditional order and a protest
against a newer, urban, diverse, and
global one. For many surviving the
crisis of the Great Depression, the
movie mogul explained a great deal
about what had happened and was
happening in America.
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An outstanding figure in this mode of
Jews-as-whipping-boys was the “Radic
Priest,” Father Charles Coughlin of Detroit,
who in the 1930s was estimated to have
an audience of more than thirty million
weekly listeners. To increase his audience,
Coughlin indicted Jows for their influence
on America’s foreign policy, especially for
their softness, as he saw it, on communism.
American films, he held, were insuffi-
ciently anti-communist (all the while that
those pathetic Hollywood producers were
sweating to be Yankee Doodles in extre-
mis). Sanctimonicusly Coughlin would
speak of his “fellow Jews” but asked, de-
spite the Gabler paradox, why movies
poured “pitiless propaganda upon the sil-
ver sereen of our nation to deceive us.”Lean
still hear Coughlin's smarmy voice distin-
guishing between good Jews and “hahd”
Jews.

My memory was jogged again by the
name of William Dudley Pelley, whose
face and prattle were once familiar to
newspaper readers and newsreel viewers.
Pelley began as a journalisi, then went to
Hollywood in the 1820s and wrote screen-
plays, some of them based on his cwn
novels and stories. Several of his screen-
plays were produced, including T7he
Shock, which starred Lon Chaney. But
afler some reverses in Hollywood and a
nervous breakdown, Pelley organized a
fascist group called the Silver Shirts and
founded a magazine called Liberaiion,
which was furicusly anti-Semitic. He
scorched the “controlled” press, replete
with what he called “Jewspapers,” and of
course attacked Jewish control of the filin
studios where he had once worked. What
chills even in retrospect is the fact that Pel-
ley and Coughlin and similar others were
at the time regarded by many simply as
part of the American scene. Comparable
minds and months exist today, of course,
and they have their listeners and readers,
but such figures are not now usually
treated merely as nutty euriosities.

The American air today is much clearer
ofthese fumings. And what helped to clear
it, to a very considersble degree? Iromy
past the wwonic. There arrived in Europe
the worst il wind of the century, which
nonetheless blew some good. It is a
dreadful but ineluctable fact, as Carr
shows, that the rise of Hiller in Europe
gradually ameliorated anti-Semitism in
this country, at least in its public manifes-
tations, True, as late as 1941 a congress-
marn such as John Rankin could contend
that Jewish bankers had “created Hitler”;
but as early as 1935 Fortune, in an article
by Archibald MacLeish, contended that
“anti-Semitism in America, judged by its
exponents, is a very sick donkey”” Certainty
the donkey still lived, but it was increas-
ingly seen as a donkey.



The donkey stumbles on into Carr’s Part
Three, “1941 and Beyond.” In 194, Charles
Lindbergh, a fervent isolationist, said:

Instead of agitating for war, the Jewish
groups of this country should be opposing
itin every possible way. ... The greatest
danger to this country Hes in their large
uwnership and influence in our motion
pictures, our press, our radio and our
government,

This seemed a wuarmning that if this
country entered the war, Jews would be
blamed and persecuted. Yet at the same
time, owing to the rise of fascism in Fur-
ope, Carr says that in America
“ouiright anti-Semitisin could
prove a political Hability, rather

than galvanizing rhetoric.” Carr

cites Leo Rosten’s book Holly- .
wood: The Movie Colony, the
Maovie Makers (1941 as onc

of the turping poinls. Among

its many clarifications, Rosten
addresses the deriston of the
founders as refugees from the
garment business: "In no other
industry 18 humble origin inter-
preted as a skeleton in the closet
rather than proof of admirable
suecess” (In the 19408 1B
Priestley had described Ioily-
wood producers as “tailors be-
come caliphs”)

Ancther large index of an
abmospheric change, inversely
pleasant, came in novels by
Nathanael West, F. Scott Fitz-
gerald, and Budd Schulberg,
“which rehabilitated the Shy-
lock Jew as part of a larger
critique  of the American
Dream. locating this stereotype
not in some Cther but within
the verv fabric of American life.”

In other words, it was now pos-

sible for authors to trest Jow-

ish characters randidly, without
seeming or intending to seem anti-
Semitic. (By the time Herman Wouk's
novel Marjorie Mormmngsiar hecame a
best-seller in 1955—the hercine’s name
had originally been Morgenstern—the
topical juke was that Wouks book made it
chicio be Jewish.)

In 1941, the year of the Lindbergh
speech quoted above, the Senate begar its
Hedrings on Motion Picture Propaganda,
headed by the isolationist Gerald P. Nye,
Carr writes: “The hearings were, in fact a
showdown between a traditional, isola-
tiomist America and a modem New Deal,
interventionist America. The Propaganda
Hearings also marked s decisive shift in
the opular perception of Hollywood”
The end resalt was in some measure an

Boycot

acknowledgment of the Gabler paradox,
because of the terrible world situation:
“the Jewish movie moguls represented a
new kind of cthnic agemcy. ardently
defending the principles of America’s
tounding fathers.”

Everything thereafter was not—never
will be—roses all the way. Carr even makes
a case that the epochal consent deerees of
1947, with which the federal government
foreed the film studios to divest them-
selves of the theaters that they owned,
had some basis in anti-fewish feeling.
Arother wornty sector bulged out of post-
war anti-communism, whick became an
aceeptable, even laudable means of being
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anti-Semnitic because so many on the lefl
were Jewish.

Siill, the experience of World War I3
certainly improved matters. American
films began to treat Jewish characters
not only as sympathetic figures but as
principals. Says Carr: “Bot). Crossfire
(BXO, 1946) and Genéleman’s Agreeinent
{Twentieth Century-Fox, 1947) con-
demned anti-Semitism, not because of its
prevalence, but because of its aberration.
Ag both films suggest, anti-Scmitism
opcrated distinetively at odd+ wits demo-
eratic ideals” With The Diary of Anne
Frank (1959) Hollywood—for the first
time—even: “treated the Folocaust by
focusing on: anti-Semitism.” Today the sit-
uation is so completely revised that i may

Copyright © 2001 All Rights Reserved

the Movies!

HOLLYWOOD is the Scdem and Somorrha

be ditficult for some to believe that the
conditions in Carr’s book prevailed so
widely for so long. Today it would be
impossible to make a film for general
release in which a Jew was lampooned as a
Jew, and today few public figures ululate
in anti-Semitic rhetorie.

Extremities on the political-religious
right and some racial panjandrums
remind us that this country is not purged
of anti-Semitism, but we have only o con-
sider the success of Woody Allen to recog-
nize that today a Jew can even satirize
himself with reliance on the audience’s
view of him as a fellow citizen, not a mem-
ber of & lower order. Then consider the
name, simply the name, Dustin
Hoffman, 1t would have been

BUY impossible for a star to use that
CTHYEE name in the earliest film vears.
When an actor who was born
& Douglas Ulman began his
carecr early in the last century,

EMPLOY  hebecame Douglas Fairbanks.
CENTRE How blameless were the Jews

through ali those decades of
@ vituperation? Completely. To
cite vulgarity or greed or mishe-
havior on the part of some Hol-
bywood producers, to find one
iota of justification for the
slime, is to destroy opposition to
the slime. To venture an im-
mense, infernal comparison, it
would be like conceding that
some of the Jews sent to Ansch-
witz were despicable people.
4 That must be true. What differ-
- ence does it make?
£ Although Carr doesn’t siress

w

»* the matter, his book makes one
.. point stubbornly clear: Jewish
= “domination” of an industry,
% if and when it happens, is nei-
- ther to be masked nor apolo-
i gized for. Jews founded and
5 dominated the American film
industry, yes: why didn’t oth-
ers? Why didn't others at least
give them sizable competition? (Spyros
Skouras was one, but how many others?)
Since that did not happen, it was inevit-
able, in the historical view, that anti-Semi-
tism would well up. The best response to
the “charge” of Jewish prominenee is a
simiple fact: it was frue.

Carr’s research opens new corners and
highlights old ones. (One slip: Edward G.
Rebinson played an Halian gangster in
Little Caesar, not in The Public Enemy.)
His writing is serviceable, except when he
tries to make it faney, (“The cultural mar-
gins were quickly migrating toward the
center of popularity”) But his book estab-
lishes & grimly fascinating and uncomfort-
ably close chapter in the long history of a
curse. g
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