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Sunset Blvd.

Gloria Swanson on ‘Sunset Blvd.’

When we started Sunset Bivd. we had only 26 pages of script. [Screenwriter Charles]
Brackett and Wilder were determined | should do it. | didn’t want to. Because in the
original script they showed me there were things they wanted me to say about people
who were still living — true things — and | said, no, | would generalise but | would not be so
cruel, that it was unnecessary. Billy Wilder said, ‘Just do it for the test,’ so | did. They had
me talking about people who were still around, and there didn’t seem any point. | could
generalise, say things like ‘Look at them in the front office, the master minds. They took
the idols and smashed them.’ But to talk specifically about this person and that... it didn’t
seem right. They pointed out that | would be Norma Desmond, not myself. But | said,
look, even if | put a sign on me this big, a lot of people are going to say — a lot of people
have said — that this was my biography. Which is silly. First of all, | did make some talking
pictures, and if people don’t remember them that’s unfortunate because | thought they
were good pictures. And secondly | do not live in the past, | have no longing to recapture
any of it, | am much more a woman of the present and the future and of dreams of
tomorrow. | am not a recluse, | certainly haven’t shot anybody, and they're not floating
face down in my bathtub. When you remind people of this, then they realise how silly it is
of them to say this.... It was true that | hadn’t made a picture in a long time. And the only
other thing in the film that had any reality to my career was that Mr DeMille used to callme
“Young fellow’ and | always called him ‘Mr DeMille’.

I must tell you that Sunset Blvd. was a very easy picture to do, because it had a
something about it from the moment it started. It had a spark, and that spark never went
out. We were 12 weeks on that picture, and each day was a day of joy for me. Each day
that | came to work | was singing all the way to the studio, singing like the birds. On the
last scene of the picture, when | come down the stairs, | cried.... | wished | could start it all
over again, because these had been 12 of the happiest weeks I'd known. Something very
curious: my mother, who was never very close to my career, was living with me at the
time, and three or four days after it was over, she said to me, “You know, Gloria, | feel as if
somebody had left this apartment.” And that person was Desmond. | am not an actor who
carries the personality I'm doing with me. Usually when | take the clothes and the make-
up off, it stays in the clothes. Just as if a murder happened in this room, it would be in the
wallls. However, at home, at night, since Norma had another voice, my mother would
sometimes cue me, and that probably brought her into focus, this other character. | don’t
know enough about the medical term schizophrenia, but | do know that you can have two
characters and go from one to the other. And it would seem to me that you consciously
create an illusion which becomes almost... not a solid thing, but it is certainly there.

Interview by RuiNogueira, Sightand Sound, Spring 1969
A contemporary review

Charles Brackett and Billy Wilder have a long and honourable record in bucking tradition,
breaking rules, and taking risks, according to their lights, and limits. Nobody thought they
could get away with Double Indemnity, but they did; nobody thought they could get away
with The Lost Weekend, but they did; apparently nobody thought they could get away
with Sunset Bivd., but they did; and now, one gathers, the industry is proud of them.
There are plenty of good reasons why Sunset Blvd. (a beautiful title) is, | think, their best
movie yet. It is Hollywood craftsmanship at its smartest and at just about its best, and it is
hard to find better craftsmanship than that, at this time, in any art or country.

Itis also, in terms of movie tradition a very courageous picture. A sexual affair between a
rich woman of fifty and a kept man half her age is not exactly a usual version of boy meets
girl; noris it customary for the hero and his best friend’s fiancée to fall in love and like it;
nor, as a rule, is a movie hero so weak and so morally imperfect that he can less properly
be called a ‘Hero’ than an authentic, unlucky and unadmirable human being. ‘Unhappy
endings’ are not so rare, by now, but it is rare to find one as skilful, spectacular and
appropriate as this one. Besides all that, Sunset Bivd. is much the most ambitious movie
about Hollywood ever done, and is the best of several good ones into the bargain.
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There is no use pretending to discuss all the virtues, or even all the limitations, of this
picture: it is one of those rare movies which are so full of exactness, cleverness, mastery,
pleasure, and arguable and unarguable choice and judgment, that they can be talked
about, almost shot for shot and line for line for hours on end. The people of the present
and their world are handled with a grimly controlled, mock-easy exactness which seems
about as good as a certain kind of modified movie naturalism can get; this exactness is
also imposed on the obsoletes and their world, but within that exactness they are treated
always, with fine imaginativeness and eloquence, as heroic grotesques. Mr Holden and his
girl (Nancy Olson) and their friend (Jack Webb), not to mention Fred Clark acting a
producer, are microscopically right in casting, direction and performance. Miss Swanson,
required to play a hundred per cent grotesque, plays it not just to the hilt but right up to
the armpit, by which | mean magnificently. Mr von Stroheim, with the one thoroughly
sympathetic role, takes every advantage of that which is permissible to an artist’s honour,
andis probably the best single thing in the show. Miss Swanson’s lonely New Year's Eve
party, and the loud, happy little party to which Mr Holden escapes, are two of dozens of
smashing proofs of mastery in conveying and evoking the living and the posthumous
Hollywood.

Much of the detail is marvellously effective and clever, Miss Swanson watching her young
face in an old movie and standing up into the murderous glare of the projector to cry:
‘They don’t make faces like that any more!’ (they certainly don’t and it is our loss); or the
lighted swimming pool, so nicely calculated for the ultimate catastrophe. Sometimes the
picture is a shade too clever for its own good: von Stroheim playing Bach on the organ,
with gloves on, is wonderful in a way but possibly too weird, even for the context; and
now and then a camera set-up or a bit of business or a line is so over-calculated, so
obviously cherished, that it goes a little sour, much as the same thing can happen in prose
which has gone rigid with over-training. Yet one of the oddest and most calculated
moments in the picture is also one of the best: the lingering, silent, terribly close close-up
in which a soft, sleek clerk whispers to the slightly nauseated kept man; ‘After all, if the
lady is paying...” The intense physical and spiritual malaise of the young man’s whole
predicament is registered, through this briliantly indirect shot, as it can never be, even in
S0 bravely intransigent a movie, in a scene between him and Miss Swanson; and the clerk
(and his casting) are as much to be thanked for that, as the man who conceived the shot.

Various observers have objected that the picture is ‘lifeless’; that the characters are
unsympathetic; that neither tragedy implicit in the story — that of the obsolete artist, or that
of the obsolete woman — is sufficiently developed, or explored, or is even risen to. Some of
this seems to me true, some | disagree with; most of it, | think, comes from a
temperamental unwilingness to accept Messrs Brackett and Wilder as the kind of artists
they happen to be. They are evidently much more concerned to make a character
interesting, than sympathetic, and the interest itself is imited by the quality of their insight,
which is intelligent and exceedingly clever, rather than profound. But the interest is real,
and so far as | was concerned, sympathy developed accordingly; moreover, | am deeply
grateful to artists who never try to cheat, coerce or seduce meinto sympathy, and such
artists are particularly rare in movies.

On the charge of lifelessness | can only say that in my opinion there are two main kinds of
life in art, not just one. The warmer, richer kind comes, invariably, from the kind of artist
who works from far inside himself and his creatures. For the other kind, we canthank the
good observer. Brackett and Wilder apparently have little if any gift for working from inside,
but they are first rate observers, and their fims are full of that kind of life. It is true, | think,
that they fail to make much of the powerful tragic possibilities which are inherent in their
story; they don’t even explore much of the deep anguish and pathos which are still more
richly inherent, though they often reveal it, quickly and brillantly. But this does not seem to
me a shameful kind of failure, if indeed it is proper to callit a failure at all: they are simply
not the men for such a job, nor was this the kind of job they were trying to do. But they
are beautifully equipped to do the cold, exact, adroit, sardonic job they have done; and
artists who, consciously or unconsciously, learn to be true to their limitations as well as to
their gifts, deserve a kind of gratitude and respect they much too seldom get.

James Agee, Sightand Sound, November 1950
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