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TINSELTOWN:
Murder, Morphine and Madness at the Dawn of Hollywood
by William Mann

This Month’s Discussion Leader: Richard Bass

First, a little housekeeping. Why, you might wonder, is the volunteer
coordinator leading the discussion for the second consecutive month? When
Marilyn emailed me that she no longer lived in Palm Springs, I sent out a request
to the book club email list for a replacement and received no takers. It turns out
that readers assumed someone had come forward because they didn’t hear
anymore from me. If this happens again, I will send out a “Hey, no one
responded!” email. Now a confession: after finishing about half of this
challenging book that I really didn’t find very interesting, I began considering not

finishing it. However, after learning that I will lead the discussion, I read to the
end and saw great value in discussing the book in its historical context.
First question: Did anyone attend the author’s presentation of Tinseltown
at the Palm Springs Library January 7, 2017? Three readers did. It appeared that
Mr. Mann presented what one reader experienced as a hard sell for Tinseltown
and found it offensive . Another reader found the author’s lecture more
compelling than the book. One reader gained a new appreciation for silent
movies after catching one on TCM. That said, I continued with a little about the
author. William Mann is an openly gay journalist, novelist, biographer, and
historian. He got his start as a journalist at the now-defunct Hartford
Monthly magazine. He freelanced for, among others, Architectural
Digest, Connecticut magazine, Men’s Fitness, Frontiers (Los Angeles), and The
Boston Phoenix. In 1998, his first non-fiction work, Wisecracker, a biography of
movie star William Haines, won the Lambda Literary Award. He continued with
well-received biographies of John Schlesinger, Katherine Hepburn, Elizabeth
Taylor, and Barbra Streisand. The subject of our discussion, his most recent work,
was published in 2014. William Mann is known for his meticulous research and
insightful analysis.
Centering on the scandalous unsolved murder of film director with a secret
William Desmond Taylor, Tinseltown illuminates the historical issues of the early
1920’s: post-war euphoria, Prohibition, Women’s Suffrage, short skirts, drug
culture, poverty vs wealth, big dreams to make it big in films, the significant
influence of the new film industry, the pressure to censor vs the very survival of
the movie industry, corruption, laissez-faire capitalism, the popularity of scandal.
Readers identified how women were taken advantage of, how the gangster
culture infested the movie industry. Why were movies so important to people?
What prompted intervention in the movie industry by the moralists, the Church
ladies; what was Will Hays’s goal? Fatty Arbuckle’s trial was not only about a
murder, it was more a trial of morality in films and the morality of its actors. How
influential was the print media of the time desperate for scandal? How did the
rating code develop? Is it effective? Do movies really influence behavior, as was
the prevailing opinion of the moralists, or do movies reflect society? How did
movie producers assure a venue to show their films? How did that affect dealmaking and monopolies? Did you care about the characters?
The go-around in paraphrases: This book was difficult to read. I’m shocked
to realize that this story took place almost 100 years ago! I liked the nostalgia of

the architecture: cottages, studios, etc. It was a tedious read, difficult, didn’t
finish. I carefully enjoyed the pictures in the book. Glad to be done with it. I
enjoyed the historical background. I read a quarter of it; not worth my time. I
enjoyed the audiobook. I appreciated knowing more about the film industry. The
discussion was better than the book. Ginger shared a unique and creative
experience: while part of a running group in Chicago, she took it upon herself to
include stops at historic movie houses and provide commentary. Having done so,
she appreciated the insight of Tinseltown, particularly the creation of elaborate
movie houses to show films. An aside: remember double features? Newsreels?
Cartoons?
Considering the title, the subject matter, and even his style, I expected pulp
but was surprised at the extent of Mann’s research. The problem is that he mixed
his genres: pulp fiction vs a serious objective biography competing with each
other. Even though Tinseltown was not most readers’ “cup of tea,” everyone
appreciated Mann’s research and appreciation for the movies, an integral part of
American culture and a true art form.
Join us next month when we will discuss Treasure Island, by Robert Louis
Stevenson with Mary Marks leading the discussion.
Postscript: Kathy Hug reported that one of our recent books, Americanah, just
won the unique One Book One New York contest for the whole city to read and
discuss one book. http://www1.nyc.gov/site/mome/initiatives/1book1ny.page.
It also inspired a Dior fashion show and is being made into a TV miniseries.
http://pagesix.com/2017/03/16/americanah-named-winner-of-one-book-onenew-york-contest/

