Stanley Kubrick and the Internationalisation of Postwar Hollywood

In this essay, I discuss the depiction of foreigners and international relations in the early work of the Jewish-American filmmaker Stanley Kubrick, covering his initial employment as a photographer at Look magazine, his documentary shorts, his first five features (up to and including Spartacus [1960]) and his many unrealised projects of the 1950s and early 1960s. I pay particular attention to three film projects dealing with World Wars I and II: Fear and Desire (1953), Paths of Glory (1957) and The German Lieutenant (a screenplay that came close to being filmed in 1959).


I demonstrate that Kubrick had a strong interest in recent Jewish history and culture and also, closely related to this, in 20th century Germany and Austria. In his film projects about the two world wars he took a surprisingly neutral, ‘procedural’ approach to the German opposition; instead of passing moral and/or political judgment, these projects explore the motivations, skills and emotional experiences of soldiers, irrespective of which side they are on, as well as the structure and functioning of military organisations.


I also show that, in terms of both subject matter and production circumstances, Kubrick’s work became ever more international. This was in line with general trends in Hollywood cinema during the first two decades after World War II, especially with regards to its biggest commercial successes. These trends were in turn connected to changes in American public opinion, to changes in Hollywood’s production system and also to the dramatic decline of cinema attendance in the United States and the concurrent rise in importance for Hollywood of European markets. 


I discuss this broader historical context in the third and final section of the essay, whereas the first deals with the very beginnings of Kubrick’s career, and the second with its development from 1955 to 1960.

From Look to Killer’s Kiss
Born on 26 July 1928 in New York into a middle-class Jewish-American family (his grandparents having immigrated from the Austro-Hungarian Empire), Stanley Kubrick grew up watching Hollywood movies and, from his early teens onwards, taking pictures with a still camera.
 By the age of 16 he was so accomplished as a photographer that he was able to sell a picture to Look, one of America’s leading mass market magazines.


After graduating from high school in 1946, Kubrick became a staff photographer at Look, going on dozens of assignments, several of them outside the United States, and taking thousands of pictures, many of which were published in the context of multi-page photoessays over the next few years. During this time, he also broadened his cinematic horizons by watching European art movies and avantgarde films, and, together with his high school friend Alexander Singer, developed a keen interest in becoming a filmmaker. 


From the outset, the two friends set their sights on Hollywood. The film ideas they were working on in the late 1940s included an epic adaptation of Homer’s Iliad (a Singer project) and a love story (which was meant to be a joint project) as well as the script for what was to become Kubrick’s first feature film Fear and Desire (co-written by Kubrick and Howard Sackler, another high school friend). Singer managed to get a job at The March of Time, a monthly screen magazine produced by Time Inc. and distributed into movie theatres by Fox. In 1950 Kubrick decided to use his savings (as well as money from his father) to make a short documentary, which he was confident (mistakenly as it turned out) he could sell to Singer’s employer. Based on a 1949 Look photoessay about the New York boxer Walter Cartier for which Kubrick had taken the pictures, a sixteen minute version of the film was released under the title Day of the Fight by RKO in its ‘This is America’ series in spring 1951. 


When buying Day of the Fight in the summer of 1950, RKO had agreed to pay for another short. As its subject Kubrick chose a priest who piloted a plane to serve his far-flung congregation in New Mexico, and the resulting nine minute film was released under the title Flying Padre also in spring 1951. By this time Kubrick had quit his job at Look and launched a campaign to promote himself in the American press as a precocious filmmaker who was trying to break into Hollywood.


In addition to his two short films and his constant self-promotion, Kubrick continued to work on his first feature throughout 1950 and 1951 (with principal photography taking place in California). Like Day of the Fight, this project was funded privately (mainly by Kubrick’s uncle Martin Perveler). Despite its minimal budget (about one twentieth of the average budget of a Hollywood movie at the time), Kubrick had hoped to sell the film to one of the major studios, but after several rejections he settled for the arthouse distributor Joseph Burstyn (a leading importer of European films), who released it under the title Fear and Desire in April 1953. 


By this time, Kubrick had also been involved in three projects which, unlike the films discussed so far, he did not initiate himself: a short film on the World Assembly of Youth made for the US State Department in 1952, about which little is known; the prestigious television mini-series Mr. Lincoln (broadcast on CBS in 1952/53), for which he did second unit work in Kentucky; and a half-hour promotional film for the Seafarers’ International Union entitled The Seafarers (1953). He had also co-written another script with Howard Sackler, a New York set drama about a boxer, a taxi dancer and her criminal boss entitled Along Came a Spider. This production was once again funded privately (with a budget less than one tenth of that of the average Hollywood movie), and this time Kubrick managed to sell the completed feature to United Artists, which released it in September 1955 under the title Killer’s Kiss.


Kubrick’s input in, and level of control over, these projects varied from film to film, as did his motivations (among them the attempt to build a reputation and to earn a living). Nevertheless, certain patterns are discernible. Kubrick’s work did not narrowly focus on contemporary America, but took in American history (with Mr. Lincoln and also Fear and Desire, if this allegorical film is understood to deal with World War II), American and international organisations active around the world (the Seafarers’ International Union and the World Assembly of Youth) and Americans fighting abroad (in Fear and Desire). Perhaps surprisingly for a middle class New York filmmaker, much of Kubrick’s work focused on rural settings (Flying Padre, Mr. Lincoln, Fear and Desire), the working class (Day of the Fight, Killer’s Kiss and The Seafarers, also many scenes in Flying Padre and Fear and Desire), religious minorities (Catholicism being highlighted in both Day of the Fight and Flying Padre) and ethnic minorities. Indeed, the Latino community in Flying Padre is presented in such a way that the film could have been shot in Mexico, rather than New Mexico. 


In his earliest films (and also in his work for Look), then, Kubrick dealt with a very diverse America that was intricately connected to the wider world. At this stage of his career, his approach to filmmaking was shaped by the expectations of the people and companies he worked for, or tried to sell his work to. With the exception of the Seafarers’ International Union, the US State Department and Joseph Burstyn, these people and organisations (RKO, CBS, United Artists) were, like Look magazine, major purveyors of mainstream entertainment in the United States and, to a lesser extent, also abroad. Thus, notwithstanding his failure to find a major studio to distribute Fear and Desire, Kubrick’s early work, both in photojournalism and in filmmaking, was in principle oriented towards an international mass audience. 


Furthermore, this work was grounded in a conventional documentary approach, dealing with ‘real’ people rather than actors and fictional characters,
 shooting on locations inhabited by these people (rather than on sound stages) and relying extensively on written or spoken commentary (through the text accompanying the pictures of photoessays and the voiceover accompanying the images in films) to provide background information on, as well as explanations and interpretations of, what is being shown. Both Fear and Desire and Killer’s Kiss were mostly shot on location (whereby these locations were identical with the story’s settings in Killer’s Kiss) and have extensive voiceovers (of various kinds, including a ‘voice of God’ narrator, a first-person narrator and the vocalisation of characters’ thoughts).


In addition, many of the photoessays Kubrick worked on and most of his early films can be characterised as procedurals (a term I borrow from the generic label ‘police procedural’ which has been used to identify a dominant trend in crime fiction since the 1940s; cp. Wilson 2000). Procedurals focus on the professional roles people (like boxers, priests, lawyers, seafarers and soldiers) have, the institutional frameworks within which they work (for example, the world of professional boxing, the seafarers’ union, the army), the complex ways in which the organisations they belong to operate, the roles and tasks these organisations assign to individuals, and the skills and rules that underpin the latter’s execution of their tasks. 


Thus, a procedural may explore how a professional boxer organises his life around a particular fight and on his performance in that fight (as in Day of the Fight and, to a lesser extent, Killer’s Kiss); the varied services that a priest renders to his congregation (Flying Padre) or that a union renders to its members (The Seafarers); or the carrying out of a particular mission which a group of soldiers embarks on (Fear and Desire).


Although procedurals are usually based on the assumption that the organisations they depict (be it professional sports bodies, the Seafarers’ International Union, the Catholic Church or the US Army) are to be valued highly, a procedural approach tends to marginalise questions of moral or political judgement: to delineate how a given task (a boxing match, a military mission) is approached and how successfully it is executed, is more important in this perspective than to examine why this task was set in the first place and how this task, and the organisation that gives rise to it, is to be evaluated. When dealing with various forms of combat (be it boxing or war), the procedural perspective may well create familiarity with, and even closeness to, the individuals on one side of the conflict rather than those on the other, but it does not necessarily take sides in a moral (or political) sense. The boxer winning the contest in Day of the Fight or Killer’s Kiss is not depicted as a better (more honourable, worthier etc.) person, only as the better fighter on the day.
 The same applies to the American military unit and its opponents in Fear and Desire.

In line with World War II combat movies (cp. Basinger 1986), the initial focus of Fear and Desire is on a socially (and ethnically) mixed group of four soldiers, whose plane has come down behind enemy lines. Initial tensions between members of the group gradually give way (with one important exception) to well co-ordinated action and unity of purpose around a narrowly defined mission. First, the group’s leader, Lieutenant Corby (Kenneth Harp), decides that they should build a raft which will carry them back at night to their own territory. Before doing so, they attack and kill several enemy soldiers so as to arm themselves with their weapons. This attack traumatises Sidney (Paul Mazursky), the youngest and most intellectual member of the group, who subsequently becomes delusional when left alone with a female captive; he gropes her and then kills her when she tries to escape, after which he runs screaming into the woods. 


Mac (Frank Silvera), the oldest member of the group, has noticed the presence of an enemy general near-by and convinces an initially reluctant Corby that this is a unique opportunity for them to make a contribution to this war by killing him. Importantly, Mac does not claim that this act will make a real difference for the progression of the war; he would want to do it even if the enemy had a ‘million’ generals. He admits that he has selfish reasons for proposing this mission: ‘I have never done anything important. Nothing. When this is over, I’ll fix radios and washing machines.’ He believes that he can give his existence some meaning through the attack on the general, even if it will cost him his own life. He volunteers to take the most dangerous job of attracting the attention of the enemy while floating on the raft, and is mortally wounded in the process. 


Corby and the fourth soldier, Fletcher (Steve Coit), kill the general and his captain (who are played by the actors who also play Corby and Fletcher), and get back to their own lines in a stolen airplane. At the end of the film, they are looking for the raft on the river. Surrounded by mist they talk about the impossibility ever to return home from the war. Corby states that ‘we’ve all travelled too far from our own boundaries’; they may have found themselves in the process, but there is no going back. Fletcher says: ‘I feel free all of a sudden. But somehow I don’t want what I wanted before. I know it’s good. There’s nothing else I can want. I’m all mixed up.’ They then hear Sidney singing. He found the raft with the dying Mac on it while wandering around. The film’s last shot shows that Mac is dead and Sidney crazy, while off-screen Fletcher says ‘I guess I’m not built for this’, and Corby responds: ‘Nobody ever was.’


At the beginning of the film, a voice-over narrator declares that the following story does not deal with ‘a war that’s been fought’ but with ‘any war’. It also suggests that in war men ultimately only ever encounter themselves: ‘the enemies who struggle here do not exist unless we call them into being.’ The enemy is a kind of mirror image, which is later exemplified, as we have seen, by having the same actors play both the killers and the killed in the climactic attack. Fear and Desire removes any specific military or political context for combat - although American soldiers encountering a blond enemy general in what, judging by the technology being used, has to be a mid-20th century conflict, strongly suggests that it is dealing with World War II. 


While mainly focusing on the American soldiers, the film resolutely refuses to state, or even to imply, their moral superiority. Instead of taking sides in the conflict, Fear and Desire focuses on what military combat means for, and does to, soldiers on both sides. Indeed, it includes extensive dialogue in which the enemy general, shortly before he is killed, critically reflects on his role in the war, expressing insecurity and guilt, a sense of being trapped in a particular role and nevertheless responsible for countless deaths. The film emphasises that combat transforms all combatants (from the youngest recruit to a hardened general), allowing or forcing them to experience themselves in a new way, more specifically in a way which makes it impossible for them to return to their everyday lives (even if they do not die or go crazy).


Mixing procedural elements with poetic language and philosophical reflections, Fear and Desire thus depicts both the potential appeal of military combat and its devastating consequences, even for the winners. Having been made only a few years after the end of World War II, and while the Korean War was raging, the film implies, perhaps, that Americans can neither stay out of wars, nor can they truly win them; war is both too appealing and too destructive for neutrality or victory to be possible. 


As we will see, Kubrick returned to these ideas in subsequent projects, some of which resulted in films while others were never completed.

From Killer’s Kiss to Spartacus
When United Artists made its deal with Kubrick for Killer’s Kiss, the studio also offered the filmmaker money for a second film.
 By this time he had formed a partnership with the young producer James B. Harris, whose role it would be to secure better funding for Kubrick’s projects, and to help him find suitable stories. He did so mainly by optioning and acquiring the film rights for literary properties, starting with Lionel White’s New York set 1955 novel Clean Break, an intricate procedural about a racetrack heist. This became the basis for Harris-Kubrick Pictures’ first production The Killing, which was released by United Artists in May 1956 to considerable critical acclaim (the Saturday Review, for example, listed The Killing as one of the ten best films of 1956). 


With a script by Kubrick and crime writer Jim Thompson, the film had been shot in 1955 in Los Angeles and San Francisco with an experienced Hollywood cast and crew (whereas on his previous films Kubrick had mainly worked with friends and newcomers). Funding – amounting to less than a third of the average Hollywood budget – had come from United Artists and also from Harris himself and Harris’s father.  


The Killing was followed by a medium-budget adaptation, written by Kubrick, Thompson and the novelist Calder Willingham, of Humphrey Cobb’s 1935 novel Paths of Glory. The film, which examines the operations of trench warfare and military justice, was made in conjunction with Bryna Productions, the company of its star Kirk Douglas. It was funded by United Artists, shot at Bavaria Film Studios in Munich with a partly German crew, and released in December 1957, once again receiving a lot of acclaim (the New York Times, for example, included it on its list of the twelve best films of the year, while the Saturday Review declared it to be the very best film of 1957). 


Two years later, when Bryna Productions was shooting an adaptation, written by Dalton Trumbo, of Howard Fast’s 1951 novel Spartacus about the life of a gladiator who leads a slave rebellion which sweeps across the Roman empire, Douglas hired Kubrick as a replacement for the film’s original director Anthony Mann. Kubrick was involved in script revisions and post-production, as well as shooting the vast majority of the material making up the finished film (only its opening sequence was based on Mann’s work). While most of the film was made in the United States, Kubrick spent several months in Spain shooting battle sequences. 


Made with one of the biggest budgets in American film history, Spartacus was released in October 1960, and, unlike Kubrick’s previous features, none of which had been a commercial success, it was a huge box office hit. It also received a lot of critical acclaim and peer recognition, including four Academy Awards and the Golden Globe for Best Drama from the Hollywood Foreign Press Association; Time listed it as one of the eight best films of the year. Although Kubrick had not initiated this project, and did not have the same amount of input in, and control over, its execution as he had had on his previous features, it was with Spartacus that he established himself as a major force in Hollywood. 


The internationalism of Spartacus – a film set in Italy and partly shot in Spain, about characters coming from all over Europe and North Africa, many of them played by European (especially British) actors – was in line with Hollywood’s most expensive productions and biggest hits of the period. Indeed, from the late 1940s to the mid-1960s the US box office (cp. the annual charts in Krämer 2005, pp. 111-4) was dominated by films with non-American settings, often shot (partially or wholly) outside the United States, in most cases with some foreign personnel; their stories frequently revolved (partially or wholly) around non-American characters, usually played by foreigners, and in many cases the films were also based on non-American source material. This material included the Bible and European fairytales, children’s books, plays and novels. Such internationalisation of content and production characterised in particular the breakaway hits of the period (the ones that left the competition far behind), which  tended to win most of the major awards and to dominate the ‘best films of the year’ lists as well (Krämer 2005, pp. 20-9). 


Spartacus (which was more successful at the American box office than any other film released in 1960) fit into the most important box office trend of the period, namely the success of historical epics, that is films which tell stories about personal relationships against the background of important events and developments in (mostly Western) history, whereby these events and developments are staged in a most spectacular fashion (Sobchak 1990). Successful epics ranged from Samson and Delilah (no. 1 in 1949), to Ben-Hur (no. 1 in 1959) and Dr. Zhivago (no. 2 in 1965). Once again it is important to note that, on the whole, epics set in the United States were much less successful than those set abroad. 


Other successful film types of the period included the musical (often set outside the United States, notably South Pacific [no. 1 in 1958] and The Sound of Music [no. 1 in 1965]), and what we might call international adventures (ranging from King Solomon’s Mines [no. 2 in 1950], to Around the World in Eighty Days [no. 2 in 1956] and Thunderball [no. 3 in 1965]; we could also include here international travelogues, notably Cinerama Holiday [no. 1 in 1955]) as well as films about military organisations and combat. Most of the latter were World War II movies, set in the European or Pacific theatres of war (ranging from Battleground [no. 2 in 1949] to The Bridge on the River Kwai [no. 1 in 1957] and The Longest Day [no. 2 in 1962]). Several of the hit musicals, international adventures and military movies had epic scope.


One way to understand Kubrick’s early career, then, is to say that, having aimed, from the outset, at making movies to be released by the major studios to a mass audience and having utterly failed to do so with Fear and Desire, from 1955 to 1960 he moved ever closer – in terms of both genre and budget – to the commercial heart of Hollywood: starting with low-budget crime films and a medium-budget military movie (all released by United Artists), and ending with a megabudget historical epic (for Universal). At the same time the films he made with Harris became, as we have seen, ever more international in terms of their content and their production. 


This also applies to Kubrick and Harris’s unrealised projects. Among them were four additional crime stories on which they worked between 1955 and 1958; only one of these was set outside the United States.
 From 1958 to 1960, Kubrick and Harris then worked on three more ambitious, unrealised projects about military conflict and/or the World War II era; two of these three were set outside the United States.
 


The latter included The German Lieutenant, a project about German paratroopers at the very end of World War II, which came close to being produced. Kubrick had co-written the screenplay with the Korean War veteran Richard Adams (Cocks 2004, pp. 151-2).
 In January and February 1959, he and Harris were correspondinig with various people (among them George von Block of Bavaria Film Studios who had received a credit as ‘German production manager’ on Paths of Glory) about the use of American and German stock footage, about various European studios and locations (notably in Germany and England) where the films might be shot, and about the cast (the title role was to be played by Alan Ladd, but German actors were to be used for other leading roles).
 It seems that Kubrick only abandoned this project because he was offered the direction of Spartacus in February 1959 (LoBrutto 1998, p. 172).
 


In addition to seeing the internationalisation of Kubrick’s work during this period as a consequence of his attempt to follow some of the most important box office trends (namely the success of military films and historical epics), there is another way of understanding his selection of projects. Kubrick had a strong interest in Austrian and German culture and history, an interest that was connected to his own Jewish-Austrian family background.
 When, in the wake of the critical acclaim for The Killing, in 1956 Harris and Kubrick were hired by MGM to develop a film from the studio’s archive of story properties, Kubrick selected the novella The Burning Secret (originally published in German as Brennendes Geheimnis in 1911) by the Jewish-Austrian writer Stefan Zweig (LoBrutto 1998, pp. 131-2). It is the story of a married, upper middle-class Jewish woman being seduced in an Austrian holiday resort by a (non-Jewish) aristocratic ‘Frauenjäger’ (literally translated ‘a hunter of women’) who initially befriends her twelve-year old son so as to gain access to her. After Kubrick had worked for several months on the script with Calder Willingham, however, the project was cancelled. It was the only one of Kubrick and Harris’s many (completed or unrealised) projects from the years between 1955 and 1958 which was based on a source novel by a non-American author.


Between 1958 and 1960, Kubrick and Harris then worked on adaptations of two novels by the émigré Russian author Vladimir Nabokov, who had studied at Cambridge University and lived in Germany and France during the 1920s and 1930s, before moving to the United States in 1940. The first of these novels was Lolita, which had originally been published (in English) in France in 1955 and would eventually be turned into Kubrick’s sixth feature, released in 1962.
 The second was Laughter in the Dark, which had originally been published (in Russian) under the title Kamera Obscura in Paris in 1932, with the author’s own translation into English appearing in 1938. The book, which Kubrick and Harris worked on in 1960,
 tells the story of a middle-aged German man being ruined by his teenage lover and her boyfriend, and it largely takes place in Germany. As mentioned above, The German Lieutenant, which was set in Germany and, for most of the story, focused on German characters had come close to being made in 1959.  


Kubrick’s particular interest in Germany had also been in evidence in his adaptation of Paths of Glory. He decided to end the film with a scene, which had no equivalent in the novel, of a young German woman being paraded, and forced to sing, in front of an initially raucous group of French soldiers. The German actress (Christiane Harlan, then using the name Susanne Christian) who played this woman soon became Kubrick’s third wife. She was the niece of the German filmmaker Veit Harlan, who had made the notorious anti-semitic drama Jud Süss (Jew Süss, 1940) in Nazi Germany. It seems that Kubrick used his wife’s experiences during the war as the basis for a treatment, written around 1960, about a young German girl who, in 1943, leaves her boarding school in Germany to live with her parents in Amsterdam where she gradually becomes aware of the persecution of Jews.
 Around this time, Kubrick also appears to have started reading books on the Nazi genocide of Jews (Krämer 2015c, pp. 10-11). Indeed, in Spartacus, he included shots of a landscape littered with corpses of men, women and children which were evocative of the images taken during the liberation of concentration camps (p. 11). 


While Kubrick was thus clearly interested in Jewish authors like Stefan Zweig, Jewish characters like the ones in The Burning Secret and recent Jewish history (notably the Holocaust), he also was quite ambivalent about the explicitly Jewish elements of the projects he worked on. For example, he turned an important Jewish character in Humphrey Cobb’s Paths of Glory into a non-Jewish character and thus removed the important theme of French anti-semitism from the story. Even his Holocaust treatment revolved primarily around the experiences and perceptions of non-Jewish, German characters rather than those of persecuted Jews. 


In the light of his Jewish background and his particular interest in the Holocaust, one might expect that Kubrick would approach both world wars with a highly critical perspective of the German state and the German army. Yet, as we have seen, his only lightly disguised treatment of World War II in Fear and Desire worked hard to erase any political or moral distinctions one might make between the opposing sides in the conflict. The same applies to Paths of Glory and The German Lieutenant.


After a voiceover narrator has laid out the stalemate of trench warfare on the Western front in World War I, Paths of Glory examines the operations of the French army. The devastating effect of enemy fire is depicted in some detail, but no enemy soldiers are shown, and it is made very clear that the French attack shown in the film is being launched for political rather than sound military reasons, in the full knowledge that it has little chance to succeed. Thus, the French leadership comes across as much as a lethal opponent of French soldiers as the German army. Indeed, after General Mireau (George Macready) has taken on the impossible assignment for his troops because he is looking for a promotion, he tries (but eventually fails) to order the bombardment of some of his own men who, under very heavy fire, fail to make it out of their trenches. 


Up to this point, the film can be described as a military procedural, but it then turns into a legal drama. Initially, Mireau wants to court martial all the soldiers who, in his view, did not show sufficient commitment to the mission, but he is convinced by his superior, General Broulard (Adolphe Menjou), to make an example of only three soldiers. The soldiers are selected for reasons that have nothing to do with their performance in the field, and the judges dismiss all arguments put forward by Colonel Dax (Kirk Douglas), who takes over their defense. The accused are convicted and executed, and their comrades have only a brief respite before they have to return to the front.


The film indicates that in this situation French soldiers might well project the negative feelings arising from the execution onto the German enemy, by depicting the sexually charged hostility they display towards a captured German woman (which echoes the scene in Fear and Desire in which the traumatised Sidney gropes and kills a female captive). However, the German song she performs (about a soldier who returns home to his dying lover) does not only pacify the French soldiers but moves them to tears; although (like most of the film’s audience in the United States), they cannot understand the lyrics, they share the singer’s expression of love, longing and loss. Thus, before the soldiers return to combat, they have a profound experience of the humanity they share with the enemy (more so perhaps, the film suggests, than with their own leadership).


Given the fact that the United States entered World War I on the French side, which in turn prefigured the alliance of World War II, it is remarkable that the French military leadership and military justice system are shown in such a negative light here and, perhaps even more so, that it is a German character who expresses the shared humanity that transcends political divisions and military conflicts (similar perhaps to the scene in which the blond enemy general is given a voice in Fear and Desire).


In the script for The German Lieutenant Kubrick and his co-writer went even further by focusing for most of the story on German characters rather than on Americans and their allies. The script starts with Lieutenants Dietrich and Kraus looking for, and eventually finding, the wife of a fallen comrade. Although most Germans are convinced that their country has already been defeated and the war will end soon, the two friends and their paratrooper company are then sent on a dangerous, even suicidal mission (comparable to the French attack on an entrenched enemy position in Paths of Glory). Echoing the basic set-up of Fear and Desire, they are dropped behind enemy lines; they are supposed to destroy a railway bridge which has been captured by the Americans. 


While the opening sequence reveals the devastating impact of the war on the civilian population, the brutality of the Nazi regime and Kraus’s critical attitude towards it, and also shows that even the loyal Dietrich gets into trouble with the Gestapo, the remainder of the script focuses almost exclusively on preparations for the mission and its execution. It shows soldiers doing their job, to the best of their abilities, under extremely difficult conditions. In one scene Kraus takes a stand, arguing that instead of getting killed in the final stages of the war, they should all prepare for the peace to come, but he eventually apologises and carries on, once again fully committed to the mission. In the end the company surrenders to the Americans only after their explosives have been placed under the bridge. 


While the timer is ticking away, the Americans, who have discovered some of the explosives, try to establish whether it is now safe to use the bridge. As a test, they send the German paratroopers to the middle of the bridge, assuming that they would refuse to go if an explosion was still to be expected. Dietrich convinces his men to keep quiet and go; after a little while, the Americans call them back, and seconds after they have returned, the bridge is destroyed in a massive explosion. Dietrich’s dialogue during this sequence, and a final scene that shows him ten years later, working in a post office, make it clear that he regards those final moments on the bridge as the high point of his life, precisely because of the danger and also the utter sense of purpose he derived from his willingness to see the mission through to the very end. 


The final speech he gives to his men on the bridge echoes the sentiments Mac expresses in Fear and Desire: ‘The war is over and what the hell are we going to do with ourselves anyway? This moment will last you all your lives. … At this moment we are living like … few men have ever lived. A man can almost thank God he has a moment like this.’ The script does not seem to pass judgment on Dietrich; he is shown to be as much (or as little) of a heroic figure as Mac is in Fear and Desire. Once again, Kubrick is not interested primarily in politics or morality, but in military procedures and in the (often lethal) opportunities that war provides for men of all nations to give meaning to their lives.


In Kubrick’s three projects dealing with the two world wars, there is thus no sense that the United States and its allies fought for a just cause, while the Germans did not. The stories focus on the internal organisation of armies, the procedural aspects of military action and the impact that combat has on soldiers – irrespective of which side they are fighting on. 

Postwar Internationalism and Internationalisation

From the outset of his career, Kubrick’s work, initially as a photojournalist and then as a filmmaker, was aimed, with varying degrees of success, at a mass audience. It is not surprising, therefore, that the thematic preoccupations of his feature films and his career trajectory were, to a considerable extent, in line with general developments in Hollywood and at the American box office. His focus on films about military organisations and combat (including the epic Spartacus) tracked the high rankings of such films, most of them dealing with World War II or ancient world conflicts, in the annual American box office charts.
 Whether Kubrick’s refusal to portray the enemy country in a negative light in his projects about twentieth century wars was characteristic of a (minor or major) trend in Hollywood’s output would require a separate investigation; huge box office hits like The Longest Day certainly suggest that Kubrick’s approach was by no means unique. 


Although Kubrick did not in fact make any film explicitly dealing with World War II, his work was, as we have seen, strongly informed by his engagement with that war. This appears to have been typical for Americans at this time. Even decades later, when asked about the two most important “national or world events or changes” of the last fifty years in a 1985 survey, almost 30% of respondents mentioned World War II (far behind came the Vietnam war with 22%) (Schumann and Scott 1989, pp. 362-3). The Second World War was mentioned most often (in over 40% of the cases) by those who had been old enough to fight in the war, and by those who, like Kubrick, had been teenagers during it (p 366). The reason for the impact of World War II on young people like Kubrick is that experiences during adolescence and young adulthood deeply, and permanently, shape people’s outlook on politics (pp. 359-61, 377-80). 


Importantly, this study found that the generations born before the war judged World War II to be important because of direct personal experiences (of combat, home front shortages, loss of loved ones etc.); only the generations born after the war tended to consider its broader historical implications (the defeat of fascism, the more prominent role of the United States in world affairs etc.) (pp. 373-4). This may suggest that the emphasis on the experiential and procedural aspects of war and military organisations in Kubrick’s early career was in line with broader cultural currents.


The internationalisation of Kubrick’s films, in terms of both their content and their production, certainly was part and parcel of a fundamental transformation of Hollywood in the postwar decades, which in turn was correlated with trends in American society. The period from the late 1940s to the mid-1960s was, as argued above, characterised by the dominance, at the American box office, of ‘internationalised’ films (that is, films shot and/or set outside the United States, featuring non-American characters and/or actors, involving other non-American personnel, and/or being based on non-American source material). 


While films set outside the United States and/or featuring non-American characters had always been important for the American film industry (especially during World War II),
 they had by no means been dominant. This is indicated by the biggest breakaway hits at the American box office before the late 1940s: the Civil War epics The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Gone With the Wind (1939), the Western Duel in the Sun (1946), and Best Years of Our Lives (1946), a drama about American soldiers returning home from the war (Finler 1988, p. 276). Similarly, there was a shift towards American-themed breakaway hits (ranging from The Graduate [1967] to Rocky [1976]) in the decade after 1966 (Krämer 2005, pp. 105-10). 


Broadly speaking, these shifts in hit patterns correlate with indicators of isolationism and internationalism in American society. Opinion polls in the 1930s revealed that only a quarter of Americans approved of the involvement of the United States in foreign affairs (May 2000, p. 186). Similarly, when asked about ‘the most vital issue [or: the most important problem] before the American people today’, until spring 1939 only between 11% and 27% of respondents referred to foreign affairs (Smith 1985, pp. 267-73). After a dramatic, but remarkably brief increase in these percentages from 1939 to 1941 (to a maximum of 81%), they returned to their 1930s level, before shooting up again in the context of the Cold War in the late 1940s. They mostly stayed in the region of 40-50% throughout the 1950s and in the region of 50-60% in the early 1960s. From 1963, percentages fluctuated wildly for a few years (mainly in conjunction with concerns about the Vietnam war), and they never consistently returned to the level of the 1950s and early 1960s, instead falling below 1930s percentages in the 1970s.
 


Similarly, when asked whether the United States should “take an active part in … or ... stay out of world affairs”, between 66% and 79% opted for active involvement in international affairs across the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, but between 1965 and 1975, this figure went down from 79% to 61% (Mayer 1993, p. 424). In response to a related question about whether people agreed or disagreed with the statement that ‘[t]he United States should mind its own business internationally and let other countries get along as best they can on their own’, agreement with this isolationist position shot up from 18% to 41% between 1964 and 1974 (p. 425). Also, the level of support for the United Nations was very high in the 1950s and early 1960s but then dropped dramatically (pp. 429-31).


These trends in public opinon suggest that the American public (including the American cinemagoing public) moved from an isolationist mindset in the 1930s and most of the 1940s towards a much more internationalist orientation in the 1950s and early to mid-1960s, before there was a return to isolationism. The prominence of ‘internationalist’ films in the US box office charts rose and fell in line with this changing orientation. 


While shifts in public opinion may help to explain the success of Hollywood films telling international stories in the United States, it does not account for the fact that such films were also produced in an increasingly international fashion. Here we have to consider the fact that the American theatrical market was in catastrophic decline from the late 1940s onwards, while, with the exception of the UK, Western European markets were growing (cp. Krämer 2000, pp. 197-8). Since the 1920s, it had been obvious not only that Hollywood’s main source of foreign income was Western Europe, but also that the Hollywood films most successful in individual Western European countries were the ones with some connection to them – for example by being based on source material or starring actors from a particular country, by being set there or featuring characters from it, or by dealing with historical developments and cultural traditions of particular importance for it (Garncarz 2013 and 2015). 


With Western European markets becoming ever more important for Hollywood after World War II, the studios ‘Europeanised’ their productions, not only by adapting European source materials and depicting important developments in European history (notably to do with the rise of Christianity and World War II) but also by involving personnel from various European countries and shooting many films on European locations and in European studios. This increased their chances of success in the all-important European markets. 


At the same time, after the break-up of vertical integration in the late 1940s, the major Hollywood studios reorganised their production system. Rather than utilising employees on long-term contracts in their production plants in and around Los Angeles to keep up their traditionally very large output of films, they put more resources into a smaller number of theatrical releases, which were made by free-lancers coming together for particular projects (Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson 1985, pp. 330-4). This more flexible approach allowed the studios to organise productions anywhere in the world. Their move to Western Europe was motivated not only by the need to be closer to what were becoming ever more important markets, but also by comparatively lower labour costs and by government subsidies available in many countries.

Conclusion

Stanley Kubrick entered the American film industry at the very moment when a shift in US public opinion from isolationism to internationalism and associated changes in movie preferences towards ‘internationalist’ films; the increasing importance of foreign, especially Western European, markets with their preferences for ‘Europeanised’ Hollywood imports; the abandonment of Hollywood’s traditional ‘film factory’ system of production and various financial incentives encouraging production outside the United States – when all these factors created unprecedented opportunities for young filmmakers, especially those who, like Kubrick, had a strong interest in European culture and history, in particular in military conflicts. 


Grounded in his early career as a photojournalist and documentary filmmaker with its strong emphasis on the procedural format, Kubrick’s feature projects took an even-handed approach to international conflict, refusing to favour the Americans and their allies in moral or political terms, and thus also refusing, despite his particular concern about the Holocaust, to pass negative judgment on the German opposition. In depicting a slave rebellion within the Roman Empire, however, Spartacus clearly favours the slaves over the Roman aristocracy and its army. 


The commercial success of Spartacus, a film which Kubrick had less control over than he had had with regards to his earlier features, marked the beginning of a new stage in his career, because it gave him much more power in negotiations with the companies he needed to fund and distribute his films. Interestingly, the first two films after Spartacus – Lolita and Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), which applied a procedural and even-handed approach to the Cold War - were made under a two-picture deal with Seven Arts, a Canadian telefilm distributor entering movie production at the time, and shot in the UK with a partially British cast and crew whereby Dr. Strangelove was based on a British source novel and co-written by its author (cp. Krämer 2014 and 2015a, pp. 59-60). Thus, the internationalisation of the production of Kubrick’s films continued into the 1960s; indeed, during the making of his next film, 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) he would permanently settle in the UK. 


Dr. Strangelove and 2001 also further broadened the (geographical and temporal) scope of the stories that Kubrick’s films had been telling – to take in the destruction of all life on the surface of the Earth through nuclear war in the former, and the transition from pre-human hominids to tool using humans millions of years ago as well as a further evolutionary leap at the beginning of the twenty-first century in the latter.
 These two films would in turn exert an enormous influence on another push towards internationalisation in Hollywood (after the more isolationist decade 1967-76) starting with the enormous success of two Science Fiction films in 1977: Star Wars and Close Encounters of the Third Kind. But that’s another story.
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� This and the following paragraphs are based on LoBrutto (1998, Chs. 1-6), Mather (2013) and Krämer (2013, 2015a and b). These publications contain detailed references to primary sources.


� It should be noted, however, that both in his still photography and his documentary films, Kubrick tended to carefully stage the action in front of the camera, rather than merely observing it.


� The situation is different with regards to the film’s climactic showdown in a mannequin factory between its boxer protagonist and his criminal antagonist, who are rivals for the affections of the taxi dancer. It is not only strongly implied that the antagonist is sexually abusive, but he is also shown to be a kidnapper and murderer.


� This and the following paragraphs are based on LoBrutto (1998, Chs. 7-10) and Krämer (2015 a and b). Once again, these publications contain detailed references to primary sources.


� These crime movie projects were: an adaptation of Lionel White’s novel The Snatchers (1955); a (never published) novella entitled Lunatic at Large, written by Jim Thompson in 1955 specifically to be adapted into a movie by Kubrick; an original story set in Paris entitled The Blind Mirror; and an adaptation of Herbert Emerson’s autobiographical book I Stole $16,000,000: The Amazing Confessions of the King of the Safe-Crackers (1956). While the crimes that would probably have been the focus of the adaptation took place in the United States, the early part of Emerson’s book also covers his childhood and youth in Canada and his participation in the Boer War in South Africa. With regards to the increasing internationalisation of Kubrick’s work, it is also worth noting that Kubrick and Harris were developing a television series entitled Three of a Kind about a secret organisation made up of three men (one American, one English, one French) who explore mysteries and fight crime; while individual episodes were mostly set in and near San Francisco, the stories often had an international dimension, insofar as they involved foreigners and referenced developments in their homelands. For information on these Harris-Kubrick projects see the file on The Snatchers in the Production Code Administration (PCA) collection at the Margaret Herrick Library, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Beverly Hills; Polito (1997, pp. 396-8); and notes on The Blind Mirror, I Stole $16,000,000 and Three of a Kind in the as yet uncatalogued materials on Kubrick’s unrealised projects in the SKA.


� These projects were: The 7th Virginia Cavalry Raider, which was based on a true story about the American Civil War; an original World War II story entitled The German Lieutenant; and an original treatment for an untitled Holocaust project set in the Netherlands. Harris and Kubrick also planned to adapt the World War II comedy Operation Mad Ball (1957), which was set in France, into a television series. For information on these projects, see Anon. (2004, pp. 291-2); uncatalogued materials on The German Lieutenant and the Holocaust project in the SKA as well as Cocks (2004, pp. 148-54). There is also Martin Russ’s autobiographical book The Last Parallel: A Marine’s War Journal (1957) about the Korean War. It is possible that Kubrick considered it for adaptation in the late 1950s. However notes on The Last Parallel from the early 1980s are included among the material on Full Metal Jacket, suggesting that Kubrick only came across the book during the preparations for that film; SK/16/3/24/4, SKA.


� According to Cocks’s bibliography (2004, p. 319), a copy of this screenplay from can be found in box 22, folder 2, of the Department of Defense Film Collection, Special Collections, Georgetown University, Washington, DC. It is also available on the internet (see, for example, � HYPERLINK "https://indiegroundfilms.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/the-german-lieutenant.pdf" ��https://indiegroundfilms.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/the-german-lieutenant.pdf�).


� This correspondence is included in the uncatalogued materials in the SKA.


� It is worth noting that Kubrick also came close to shooting a big budget adaptation of Charles Neider’s Western novel The Authentic Death of Hendry Jones (1956) to be made by Marlon Brando’s production company Pennebaker for Paramount. He worked on this project for several months in 1958, but then Brando decided to take over as director. The film was released under the title One-Eyed Jacks in 1961. Furthermore, in 1956 Kubrick and Harris had considered the adaptation of two novels set in contemporary America: Felix Jackson’s political novel So Help Me God (1955) and Calder Willingham’s Natural Child (1952), which dealt with the romantic adventures of a young woman in New York. For information about these projects, see Manso (1994, pp. 471-92) and the files on So Help Me God and Natural Child in the PCA collection.


� Here I am building on the groundbreaking work by Geoffrey Cocks and, more recently, Nathan Abrams. See especially Cocks (2004) and Abrams (2015).


� Already within a month of the book’s publication in the United States, Harris and Kubrick called the Production Code Administration, wanting to know what kind of problems the novel would pose for Hollywood’s regulators; memo by Geoffrey Shurlock, 11 September 1958; folder on Lolita in the PCA collection. Cp. LoBrutto (1998, p. 162).


� Various treatments for this project can be found among the uncatalogued materials in the SKA.


� An incomplete, novelistic treatment for this project can be found among the uncatalogued materials in the SKA. No author or date is given, but it is placed in an envelope labelled The German Lieutenant  which suggests that it may well have been written at about the same time. On Christiane Kubrick’s biography, in particular her war-time experiences, see Cocks (2004, p. 68). At some point Kubrick considered making a film loosely based on Veit Harlan’s career, exploring the role of artists within a dictatorship (Cocks 2004, p. 69, and Harlan 2005, p. 509). 


� There are indications that, in addition to high levels of success, Hollywood’s overall output of films dealing with military organisations and/or combat remained unusually high after the end of World War II, when one would normally have expected a steep decline in such productions from their war-time high (cp. May 2000, pp. 206-7). For content analyses which do not directly address the issues discussed in this essay but may nevertheless be useful for their further contextualisation, see Powers, Rothman and Rothman (1996, Ch. 4) and Chopra-Gant (2006, Ch. 5). 


� See, for example, the discussion of ‘prestige pictures’ as the dominant production trend of the 1930s in Balio (1995, pp. 179-211). For annual box office charts of the 1930s and 1940s, see Balio (1995, pp. 405-6), and Schatz (1999, pp. 466-8).


� It is also perhaps worth noting that attitudes towards the Soviet Union steadily became less negative between the mid-1950s and the early 1970s, with a particularly dramatic improvement of perceptions between 1967 and 1972 (Smith 1985, pp. 408, 416-7).


� It was also the case that in the immediate postwar years, the studios were not able to transfer their earnings in various European countries back to the United States and therefore had to spend them in those countries, notably by making films (cp. Krämer 2000, p. 200).


� In the early 1960s, Kubrick was also considering a film adaptation of the multi-part BBC radio drama Shadow on the Sun which dealt with an alien attack on Earth in the near future; correspondence relating to this project can be found among the as yet uncatalogued materials on Kubrick’s unrealised projects in the SKA.


� I have tried to tell this story across a number of publications. See, for example, Krämer (2010, 2011, 2014b, 2016 and forthcoming).





