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“People always ask me: ‘What was she [Ayn Rand] really like?’ My standard answer is: ‘Read her novels; she was everything their creator would have to be.’ But now I have a follow-up answer: ‘Read her letters.’”

—from the Introduction by Leonard Peikoff

 

 

“A remarkable volume that easily rises to the level of literature ... and, in the bargain, surprisingly ample self-revelation.”

—New York Times

 

 

“Like everything she wrote, the letters are structured, lucid, original, and meticulously composed ... also warm, colorful, dramatic, and intense.”

—Detroit Free Press

 

 

“Delightful and entertaining ... as readable as it is enlightening: a still-living legacy from one of the last of the great letter writers.”

—Tulsa World

 

 

“Engagingly hale and generous.”

—The New Yorker

 

 

“Adds greatly to our understanding of a most exceptional woman.... Her fiercely held beliefs fairly blaze off the page.”

—Booklist

 

 

“A portrait of a heroine who forged and lived by her philosophy of Objectivism.”

—The Intellectual Activist
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INTRODUCTION

I was a student and friend of Ayn Rand’s for thirty-one years, from 1951 —when she was 46 and writing Atlas Shrugged—until her death in 1982, at the age of 77. So people always ask me: “What was she really like?”

My standard answer is: “Read her novels; she was everything their creator would have to be.” But now I have a follow-up answer: “Read her letters.”

When Michael Berliner handed me the manuscript of this book a month ago, I did not know much about the letters, and I proceeded to read them through. I started out coolly, as an editor, but I was soon hooked; I became emotionally involved and even rapt. I ended in tears.

It is almost eerie to hear her inimitable voice again, so many years after her death, but this book is Ayn Rand, exactly as I knew her. It captures her mind—and also her feelings, her actions, her achievements, her character, her soul. An authorized biography of Ayn Rand will appear in due course. But these letters will remain unique. Through them you can see her thinking and choosing and judging and reacting day by day, across decades, in virtually every aspect of her professional and personal life.

These letters do not merely tell you about Ayn Rand’s life. In effect, they let you watch her live it, as though you were an invisible presence who could follow her around and even read her mind.

The person you will meet in this book has several essential attributes.

The first thing you will see is that Ayn Rand does not merely agree or disagree with the ideas of her fans or associates; if she undertakes to answer someone, she methodically explains her conclusions; she offers a patient—and often brilliant—sentence-by-sentence analysis. She does not  merely accept or reject a practical proposal; she works to identify its merits and drawbacks, then weighs them dispassionately. If a friend in trouble solicits her advice, she does not give a glib answer; she identifies the basic problem, often down to its philosophical roots, so that the individual can see for himself how to decide.

Ayn Rand not only says or does—she says why; she always gives her  reasons. Like the person I knew, therefore, her letters are the opposite of casual or purposeless. They are focused, deliberate, and bracingly logical. In a word, they display in lifelong practice the quality extolled as the top virtue by her own philosophy of Objectivism: rationality.

As a result of her method of thinking, Ayn Rand knew exactly what ideas and values she endorsed in every field and why. Hence her individualism and her integrity—her refusal to sell out to any establishment, to contradict her own conclusions, or to compromise her work. “I am not brave enough to be a coward,” she once said. “I see the consequences too clearly.” In this respect, she was not like her hero, Howard Roark; on the contrary, he was like her, as these letters make clear. In 1934, for instance, when she was an impoverished beginner, an editor at an important publishing house suggested that she rewrite her first novel (We the Living) with the help of a collaborator. She replied, in part: “If anyone is capable of improving that book—he should have written it himself. I would prefer not only never seeing it in print, but also burning every manuscript of it—rather than having William Shakespeare himself add one line to it which was not mine, or cross out one comma.” Was she, then, a prima donna? Here are her next two sentences: “I repeat, I welcome and appreciate all suggestions of changes to improve the book without destroying its theme, and I am quite willing to make them. But these changes will be made by me.”

Because Ayn Rand’s value judgments, like her ideas, were products of her mind, they, too, were absolutes to her. Hence her unique intensity as a person—made of her unbreached commitment to her values, her pride in them, and her consequent complete openness about her feelings. She saw no more reason to repress her emotions than her convictions.

When Ayn Rand liked or disliked something, her friends knew it, as you will know it when, through these magically eloquent letters, you all but reexperience her passions: her enchantment with America; her bitter disappointment over the country’s slow deterioration (which, virtually alone, she saw in the ‘30s); the joy and agony of her creative work; her fierce battle against every obstacle, including poverty; her pleasure in her growing success, first as a screenwriter, then as a novelist; her childlike  delight at an unexpected gift from a friend; her unforgiving anger at injustice or betrayal; her desperate kisses on paper to her parents and sisters trapped in Russia; her lifelong love for her husband, Frank O’Connor; and the fundamental element conditioning all these emotions: her capacity to make moral judgments, that is, to condemn the evil and, above all, to revere the good, specifically, the greatness possible to man. As to this last: In 1934, she wrote a letter to thank an actor she did not know, whose performance onstage “gave me, for a few hours, a spark of what man could be, but isn’t.... The word heroic does not quite express what I mean. You see, I am an atheist and I have only one religion: the sublime in human nature. There is nothing to approach the sanctity of the highest type of man possible and there is nothing that gives me the same reverent feeling, the feeling when one’s spirit wants to kneel, bareheaded. Do not call it hero worship, because it is more than that. It is a kind of strange and improbable white heat where admiration becomes religion, and religion becomes philosophy, and philosophy—the whole of one’s life.”

If Ayn Rand’s religion (speaking metaphorically) was admiration, then she expressed it in the ultimate fealty: action. Ayn Rand not only thought and valued; she acted accordingly. She was not content merely to desire ideals, to aspire, to dream; she hated the notion that “man’s reach must exceed his grasp.” She struggled ceaselessly to bring her dreams into the world, actually to achieve her values, here and now, on earth. She felt nothing but contempt for the Platonic contempt for this life. She demanded of men something much harder: the integration of mind and body—that is, idea expressed in behavior, theory in practice, ideal in reality.

The letters capture this aspect of Ayn Rand in two main areas: in regard to her own creative work and in regard to politics.

When Ayn Rand finished a play or novel, the new creation was, in effect, the “spiritual” part of her work, but it was not the end of the job; it was the beginning. Thereafter, like the practical idealist she was, she worked diligently to launch her creations into the world and then to watch over them vigilantly, taking responsibility for every “materialistic” detail of their progress, giving every detail her full mind and attention. Among other things, as you will see, she herself devised sales arguments for her agents to use and plans for promotional campaigns; she deliberated over the choice of publishers, the phrasing of contracts, and the conditions of her media appearances; and she weighed permissions requests and (for plays) casting, and even the print styles and colors of book jackets. Needless to say, she also labored on the exact wording of ads and blurbs—always with detailed reasons to the advertising and publicity departments.

As to politics, the letters indicate her many efforts not merely to argue for man’s rights, but also, in action, to advance the pro-capitalist cause. One of the earlier efforts, prominent in these letters, was her attempt to unite and arm the better conservatives—that is, to gather them together into a fighting national organization with a clear-cut individualist credo. As you read about the vicissitudes of this project, you will, perhaps, understand more clearly why Ayn Rand was doomed to fight an unending battle: not only against leftists and moderates, but, worst of all, against “rightists”—in other words, the pitiful compromisers and anti-intellectual temporizers who made up the so-called “free enterprise” segment of the American spectrum. In the end, Ayn Rand decided that such men were not an asset in the fight for freedom, but a liability. She decided that it was too early for political action, that philosophical reeducation of the country had to come first. Her letters indicate by what series of painful shocks she reached this decision.

Despite her many disappointments, Ayn Rand did not make collective judgments; she did not become malevolent about people as such. To the end, she felt goodwill toward newcomers and gave them the benefit of the doubt—for as long as they could prove they deserved it. When, as an ignorant and confused teenager, I met her for the first time, she answered my philosophical questions urgently, for hours, struggling to help me clarify my thinking. To her, ideas were the decisive power in life, and a functioning intelligence; however confused, was of inestimable value. The same generosity is evident in many of her letters—lengthy letters of philosophical explanation and analysis sent to complete strangers who had written her their ideas or asked a question. When Ayn Rand thought that an intellectual letter was honest and intelligent, her attitude, especially in the early years, was “price no object”; in the name of full clarity, she could be extravagant in pouring out on paper her time, her effort, her concentration, her knowledge.

As to the people whom she knew personally and cared for, the sky was the limit, as you will see (and as I was lucky enough to learn firsthand). To her friends, Ayn Rand gave unwavering support, in every form possible—intellectual, emotional, and material—from all-night philosophical sessions to editorial advice to food packages (for friends stranded in postwar Europe) to an apartment she herself furnished and decorated (for her sister Nora) to immigration assistance (for her old nanny) to gifts of money.

In this respect, too, The Fountainhead’s Howard Roark was made in her image: using character Peter Keating’s words, she was the original example of the “kindest egoist” in history. As the letters reveal, she also  knew when to stop being kind. She drew the line according to the principle of justice. She would not give someone the unearned; she would help a friend in need, but she turned away the would-be moochers (as soon as she recognized them).

Because Ayn Rand so consistently practiced the rational principles she preached, she experienced and enjoyed the psychological reward: an unbreached self-esteem. She had no doubts about her own mind or value; she knew exactly who and what she was. Anyone who knew her can testify to this, though she rarely spoke about her virtues; the letters reveal the same quality. Here, for instance, is her answer to a fan in the ‘40s: “You asked me why The Fountainhead is a bestseller. Do you want my sincere answer? Because there are more people of intelligence and good taste in the United States than I expected to find. I don’t think of it as ’I have lived up to the public.‘ I think: ’The public has lived up to me.‘ ”

The letters are a treasure trove of material in regard to this unique woman, including many further aspects, even down to her attitude toward cats (charmingly expressed in an answer to Cat Fancy magazine in 1966: “You ask: ‘We are assuming that you have an interest in cats, or was your subscription strictly objective?’ My subscription,” Ayn Rand replies, “was strictly objective because I have an interest in cats”).

Besides the portrait of Ayn Rand, this book has other values to offer. Intellectually, the letters are, in essence, an introduction to Objectivism, because of their lengthy discussions of a wide range of philosophical, ethical, and political questions (there are many passages that will be illuminating even to adepts in her ideas).

The letters are also a minicourse in creative writing, because Ayn Rand often gave literary advice and analysis to young writers. And the letters are a study in some depth of the plots and characters of her own novels, especially The Fountainhead, about which there is the most correspondence. Finally, they are a provocative cultural commentary on American life from the ‘30s on, with striking insights still germane and resonant decades later.

Dr. Berliner has done an excellent, conscientious job of locating and assembling all the documents. He has organized the abundant materials, culled the best passages, provided an explanatory framework, and, where appropriate, edited with a deft and unobtrusive hand. For all this work, fans of Ayn Rand are in his debt.

Here then is Ayn Rand talking privately—to agents and lawyers, to actors and writers, to relatives and columnists, to friends and antagonists, to industrialists and teenagers and philosophers and priests, to her favorite radio announcer, her “boss” Hal Wallis, her first American employer, Cecil  B. DeMille-talking to Frank Lloyd Wright and H. L. Mencken and Alexander Kerensky and her long-lost sister and astronaut Michael Collins and Barry Goldwater and Bennett Cerf and Mickey Spillane and many others, some famous, some obscure, some unknown. These last include a legion of fans bursting with provocative questions from all over the country and the world.

Here is Ayn Rand talking about everything under the sun—and now we have the privilege of listening in. I hope you, too, find it inspiring.

 

—LEONARD PEIKOFF 
Irvine, California 
June 1994




PREFACE

Answering a letter in 1943 from her friend, well-known political writer Isabel Paterson, Ayn Rand wrote: “I got a special thrill out of your letter —all my life, reading the published correspondence of famous people, I have envied them because they received personal letters on important and abstract subjects, I mean from friends, not just professional correspondence.” At the time, Ayn Rand was just on the verge of fame, her novel  The Fountainhead having been published six months previously. Now, fifty-two years later, in the sort of dramatic development she loved, her own correspondence is being published.

In the many cartons of photographs, papers, and mementos left by Ayn Rand at the time of her death in 1982 was correspondence dating from 1926 to 1981. Out of more than 2,000 letters by her, I have included approximately 35 to 40 percent of the total, omitting repetitious material and many routine business letters.

Ayn Rand arrived in the United States in February 1926, having obtained a six-month visa from the USSR to visit her relatives in Chicago. She had no intention of returning to Russia, instead securing a letter of recommendation through a relative to the Cecil B. DeMille Studios in Hollywood. Her intention was to begin her writing career in the movies, having taken a film-writing course at the State Institute of Cinema in Leningrad shortly before her departure. She arrived in Hollywood in early September 1926 and remained there until moving to New York City in 1934. Unfortunately there is almost no extant correspondence prior to her move to New York, but there is no doubt that she wrote extensively to her family in Russia. Her effects contain more than a thousand letters from her parents,  sisters, and cousins sent to her during this period, but her letters to them were surely handwritten in Russian, and no copies remain. Her correspondence gradually increased as she began to sell her plays and novels, and it virtually exploded after publication of The Fountainhead, when she often wrote dozens of letters a day, occasionally fifteen to twenty pages long. In 1951, her letter writing came almost to a complete stop for six years. The most likely explanation is that this was the period of her most intense work on Atlas Shrugged, which was published in 1957. In addition, she had now returned permanently to New York, living in the same city as most of her friends and colleagues; this made extensive correspondence unnecessary.

Readers of this book will quickly realize that Ayn Rand’s letters seem more like polished documents than casual conversations. This is no accident. For one thing, she took letter writing very seriously, once commenting at the top of page five of a letter to Isabel Paterson that she had already been writing it for four hours. Ayn Rand was uninterested in “small talk,” either in person or on paper. So her letters—even to friends—are not full of the nonchalant, almost stream-of-consciousness writing that makes up so much general correspondence. But there is an additional reason for the relative formality of her letters, a reason which she explained in another letter to Isabel Paterson: So as not to endanger her family in Stalin’s Russia, Ayn Rand had to be extremely meticulous in self-censoring her letters to her relatives and thus became unable to write spontaneously, without careful editing. So although her letters are generally missing some spontaneous touches, her practice of editing means that the content of her letters is a reliable guide to her intellectual development. The letters, however, are letters and not formal statements of her philosophic positions; hence they should not be taken as definitive. Consequently, the reader should not exaggerate the importance of (a) possible ambiguities caused by her using informal rather than more precise language or (b) seeming conflicts with her published views. In all cases, her published statements are definitive.

Although I have not edited Ayn Rand’s writing itself, I have deleted some of the less interesting material within letters and also the routine opening and closing material. She characteristically began her letters by thanking her correspondents for their letters, often apologizing for her delay in responding, and expressing pleasure that they had found her philosophy helpful. She routinely concluded her letters with a short paragraph, sometimes expressing hope that she would see the correspondent soon—if he or she was a friend or acquaintance. In letters to fans, she would often recommend one of her articles, such as her letter “To the Readers of The Fountainhead” (reprinted in the Appendix). I have omitted these introductions and conclusions. I have also deleted closings such as “Sincerely yours” or “Yours truly” but have retained those which indicate something about her relationship to the correspondent.

The letters have been arranged chronologically, in order to provide some sense of the development of Ayn Rand’s life and thought. There are, however, three exceptions, chapters containing her letters to Frank Lloyd Wright, Isabel Paterson, and philosopher John Hospers. These letters are relatively self-contained and have special intellectual or historical interest.

I have kept the explanatory notes to a minimum, because this is a collection of Ayn Rand’s writings and not a biography. Although I have provided background or follow-up information when needed and available, I have resisted the temptation to try to fill in every blank, answer every question, and generally place every fact and comment within the context of her life.

The material in square brackets constitutes either words I have added for clarity or to provide particularly significant background information.

Correspondents are identified when first mentioned in the text. Readers should refer to the Index at the end of the book.

I wish to thank Leonard Peikoff for his editorial advice and for giving me access to Ayn Rand’s materials. Thanks also to Donna Montrezza for research and—with David Bombardier—for meticulous proofreading; to Dena Harman for production assistance; for translation, to Dina Garmong (the letter to Leo) and Alex Sadovsky (the other Russian letters); and to Harry Binswanger for sharing my excitement about the history surrounding Ayn Rand’s life and for filling in many of the details. And finally, thanks to my wife, Judy, for her constant enthusiasm for the letters and especially for encouraging me to undertake the project of cataloging the Ayn Rand material, which led directly to this project.

 

—MICHAEL S. BERLINER




CHRONOLOGY OF AYN RAND’S LIFE
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1

ARRIVAL IN AMERICA TO  WE THE LIVING (1926-1936)

Ayn Rand arrived in America on February 18, 1926. She stayed with relatives in Chicago for six months, writing the following letter—the earliest discovered—just before she left for Hollywood. It is written to Leo (last name unknown), who represented her idea of a romantic hero at that time and became the model for Leo Kovalensky, a main character in We the Living. This much-edited letter was written in Russian and presumably recopied and then sent to Leo in. Leningrad.

 

 

August 28, 1926

Hello [written in English] Lyolya,

There was a time when I loved that American expression of yours [referring to “hello”], and now I am using it myself, because they don’t have any other expression here. Thank you for your letter. Though a little late, I am fulfilling my promise to you. You said you wanted to have an American to correspond with. I am writing to you as a real “American resident.”

I am so Americanized that I can walk in the streets without raising my head to look at the skyscrapers; I sit in a restaurant on very high chairs like in futuristic movie sets and use a straw to sip “fruit cocktails,” brought to me by a real Negro; I have learned to cross the street without getting hit by a car, while traffic cops yell “come on, girl” to me.

[Paragraph crossed out:] Not taking anything too seriously is the chief rule Americans adhere to. Everybody makes fun of everybody else, not maliciously, but very wittily, and that is the essence of America. The language here is not English at all, and is all “jokes” and “wisecracks” as they are called here.

As you can see, not only have I reached Riga [many family members expected her to abort her trip and return to Russia], I reached further still. The only thing that remains for me is to rise, which I am doing with my characteristic straight-line decisiveness. I hope you will be impressed once more when you hear that I didn’t back down from a much harder path. I heard you were told that I returned. I am getting used to America. I had gotten used to all kinds of adventures even before I got to Riga.

Even though I speak English now and even think in English, I would be very happy to have “a Russian to correspond with,” if you want to write to the faraway city of Chicago. Regarding your coming to Chicago, I will meet you at the train station, even if you arrive in 1947; even if I am by then the greatest star in Hollywood; I just hope you have nothing against photographers and reporters following me and all my friends around, as is customary with stars—at least I hope that will be the case. But since it will be a long time until that happens, I will be very happy to have “a Russian to correspond with.”

[image: 006]

The following was written in English on a postcard and probably translated into Russian and sent to her family in Leningrad. Although AR kept hundreds of letters from her family, there are no copies of the letters she wrote to them. AR had a chance meeting with Cecil B. DeMille on September 4, 1926, when she went to his studio with a letter of reference. He subsequently hired her as an extra, then as a junior screenwriter.

 

 

June 18, 1927

Hello, everybody!

I would like to write a long letter, but I have not a second to spare. Am very, very busy—writing. So I am sending this to say that I am perfectly all right, very much so. Am very happy with my work and my scenarios. Many, many kisses to all of you, until I will have time for a long letter.

Yours, A.

 

P.S. That’s the house I saw when I was driving with C. B. DeMille, as I wrote to you in my last letter.

[image: 007]

Unfortunately, no other letters remain until 1934, when AR purchased a typewriter and began to make carbon copies of her correspondence. The intervening years were busy ones for her, both personally and professionally. She met actor Frank O‘Connor in 1926 on the set of The King of Kings and married him in 1929. She became a naturalized citizen in 1931. Working first at odd jobs, then at the RKO wardrobe department, she wrote numerous screenplays and short stories, as she strove to master the English language, In 1931 she began her first major novel, We the Living (then called Airtight). In 1932 she sold a story, Red Pawn, to Universal, and in 1933 sold to MGM a play, Penthouse Legend (later retitled Night of January 16th). In 1934 she began planning The Fountainhead (then called Second-Hand Lives), although her first formal notes are dated December 4, 1935. The following letter was written to Jean Wick, her agent for We the Living.

 

 

March 10, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

I must confess that I am a little anxious to hear some news about my book. I have not written to you sooner, realizing that you were very busy, but I would appreciate it very much if you would let me know what publishing houses have had the book to date, what are the reactions and opinions of it, and if there have been rejections—what reasons were given. You understand that this is of great importance to me in connection with my work on the second part of the book.. I am glad to say that this work is progressing rapidly and I would appreciate your help in the matter.

[image: 008]

To the Commissioner General of Immigration

 

March 10, 1934

Dear Sir,

 

I am an American citizen and I would like to bring my parents to this country, from Russia. But before filing the proper “Petition for issuance of immigration visa,” I would like to know whether they would come under the classification of quota preference immigrants and, if found to qualify for that classification, how long would they have to wait for their turn for a preference quota from Russia.

I would also like to know how long would a Russian citizen have to  wait for a regular quota immigrant’s visa (not a preferred quota) to enter this country, whether the Russian quota is exhausted and how far in advance does one have to reserve one’s turn.

After more than three years of effort, on May 31, 1937, she received from her parents a telegram conveying the final decision of the Soviet government: “Cannot get permission. ”
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To Jean Wick

 

March 23, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

I have just finished the second part of Airtight. There are still revisions and a little polishing to be done, but I will be able to send the script to you within a few weeks.

During our conversation here, I mentioned some of my views in regard to the selling points of my book and you said that you would like me to write them down for you. So, if I may, I would like to mention them here, in the hope that they may appeal to you, if you have not thought of the book from that particular angle.

When I first began work on Airtight, the quality which I hoped would make it saleable, quite aside from any possible literary merit, was the fact that it is the first story written by a Russian who knows the living conditions of the new Russia and who has actually lived under the Soviets in the period described. My plot and characters are fiction, but the living conditions, the atmosphere, the circumstances which make the incidents of the plot possible, are all true, to the smallest detail. There have been any number of novels dealing with modem Russia, but they have been written either by emigrés who left Russia right after the revolution and had no way of knowing the new conditions, or by Soviet authors who were under the strictest censorship and had no right and no way of telling the whole truth. My book is, as far as I know, the first one by a person who knows the facts and also  can tell them.

I have watched very carefully all the literature on new Russia, that has appeared in English. I do not believe that there has been a work of fiction on this subject which has enjoyed an outstanding and wide popular success. I believe this is due to the fact that all those novels were translations from  the Russian, written primarily for the Russian reader. As a consequence, they were hard to understand and of no great interest to the general American public, to those not too well acquainted with Russian conditions.

Airtight, I believe, is the first novel on Russia written in English by a Russian. Throughout the entire book, I have tried to write it from the viewpoint of and for the American public. I have never relied on any previous knowledge of Russia in my future readers, and I have attempted to show a panorama of the whole country as it would unfold before the eyes of a person who had never heard before that such a country as Russia existed. It is not, primarily, a book for Russians, but a book for Americans—or so I hope.

I have also attempted to show, not the political struggles, theories and ideals of modem Russia, of which we have heard so much, but the everyday human lives, the everyday tragedies of human beings who are not or try not to be connected with politics. It is not a story of glamorous grand dukes and brutal Bolsheviks—or vice-versa—as most of the novels of the Russian Revolution have been; it is the story of the middle class, the vast majority of Russian citizens, about whom little has been said in fiction. It is not the usual story of revolutionary plots, of GPU spies, of secret executions and exaggerated horrors. It is the story of the drudgery of life which millions have to lead day after day, year after year. Our American readers have been crammed full, too full, of Russian aims, projects and slogans on red banners. No one—to the best of my knowledge—has spoken of what goes on every day in every home and kitchen behind the red banners.

In connection with the present interest in Russia, I hoped that the book would be of value to the American reader, for no essay, no travelogue can give one so vivid a picture, so complete a feeling of a foreign country as a fiction story can.

The above may all sound quite presumptuous and immodest, coming from the author herself, but I did not intend it as self-praise and self-publicity. I do not presume to assert that my book has accomplished all the desirable qualities mentioned above. I have merely stated what I have tried to accomplish. But if I have succeeded, then I do think the considerations I have outlined should arouse an interest in the book on the part of publishers and readers. Or am I mistaken?

I would like to mention that the qualities I have described are not the aim, theme or purpose of the book, but I have gone into them in such detail only because I believe they are valuable sales points. I may be quite mistaken and these suggestions may have no value. But since you were kind enough to express the desire to hear them and since these “sales points”  have been in my mind all through the writing of the book, I felt that I should share them with you and let you judge their worth.

I have not written about this sooner, for I wanted to finish the book first and to see whether my intentions had been carried out in the final shape of the story. I believe they have. However, I shall leave the decision on that to your own judgment.
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To Kenneth MacGowan, a film producer and director whose credits included Little Women (1933) and Anne of Green Gables (1934). In 1947, he became chairman of the UCLA theater department.

 

 

May 18, 1934

Dear Mr. MacGowan,

 

Having heard that you are interested in my story—Red Pawn—I am taking the liberty of writing to you a few words in connection with it. There are a few ideas which I had in mind when I wrote that story and I have been very anxious to express them to someone in a position to understand them. It is not so much in regard to the value of the story itself, as to a certain new theory of mine about motion pictures, which this story exemplifies and which, I believe, would be valuable and worth trying out.

In brief, my theory relates to making motion pictures appeal to all  types of audiences. I know that it has been tried. I know also that it has not been tried successfully.

We have all heard a great deal about the fact that motion pictures in their present form do not appeal, as a rule, to the higher or so-called intellectual type of audiences. Without a doubt, there is a large and valuable public which does not patronize motion pictures at present, for we must admit that few pictures have, or intend to have, any intellectual appeal. On the other hand, the majority of so-called purely “artistic” films have been inexcusably dull. The unfortunate opinion is still prevalent that to be artistic a picture has to be so vague and plotless as to become insufferable even to the highest of audiences. I am firmly convinced that no amount of the best acting, directorial “touches” and camera work alone will ever hold  anyone.

There is only one common denominator which can be understood and enjoyed by all men, from the dullest to the most intelligent, and that is plot.  Everybody goes into a theatre to enjoy primarily what they are going to see and not how it is going to be presented to them. If they are not interested in what they see, they do not care how it is shown. The best manner of presenting nothing still makes it remain nothing.

That much is not new. The novelty of what I propose to do—and I believe it is a novelty, for I have never seen it done deliberately—consists in the following: in building the plot of a story in such a manner that it possesses tiers or layers of depth, so that each type of audience can understand and enjoy only as much of it as it wants to understand and enjoy, in other words so that each man can get out of it only as much as he can put into it. This must be done in such a manner that one and the same story can stand as a story without any of its deeper implications, so that those who do not care to be, will not be burdened with any intellectual or artistic angles, and yet those who do care for them will get those angles looking at exactly the same material.

If the plot of a story is simple and understandable enough to be interesting, alone, by itself, to even the lowest type of mentality, if it has the plain elements that can appeal to all, and if, at the same time, that plot carries a deeper meaning, a significance which can be reached only by the highest, then the problem is solved. I must emphasize once more that it is not merely a matter of a plain story—for the sake of the “lowbrow”—artistically presented for the sake of the “highbrow.” It is a matter of the plot, the story, the very meat of the film arranged ingeniously enough to satisfy both, Is there any reason why a story cannot be built in such a way that it is convincing and interesting to those who cannot analyze it and yet just as convincing to those who can?

Let me illustrate just exactly what I mean on the example of Red Pawn.  If you recall its plot, it is, on first glance, merely the story of a woman who comes, at the price of a great sacrifice, to rescue her husband from a life sentence in prison and of her worst enemy’s great, unhappy love for her. There is nothing very intellectual or difficult to understand about that. All the incidents of the plot are motivated by reasons and emotions which are common and sympathetic to all men. It does not require a great deal of intellectual effort to be held by the suspense, first, of the woman’s mystery, then of her growing predicament, then of her solution of the problem. Those who cannot go any further will be held merely by these physical facts of the plot as it develops, merely by the most primitive suspense of the story, by the quality they would enjoy in a plain serial.

But those who can see further, will have before them the spectacle of  a rather unusual emotional crisis involving the three characters of the story, and the picture of a life and conditions which they have not seen very often.

Those who want to go still further, will see the philosophical problem of the main figure in the story—the Commandant of the prison island—, the clash of his belief in a stem duty above all with the belief in a right to the joy of living above all, as exemplified in the woman. And this clash is not merely a matter of details and dialogue. It is an inseparable part of the very basic plot itself.

As a rule, a consideration such as this last one would be enough to kill the chances of a story right then and there and to frighten everyone away from it. It does sound odd, to say the least, an attempt at philosophy in a motion picture. But if that philosophy is there only for those who want it, if it does not intrude for a single moment to bore those who do not care for any thinking in their entertainment, if the story is still there, intact, unchanged, for those who will never suspect any breath of thought in it, then it can only add to the ranks of people enjoying the picture a vast, untouched, unsuspected number of men who do ask something besides puns and seduced virgins from their entertainment, those countless people who have been, so far, neglected and forgotten by the movie world. This higher type of public may not be as numerous as the average kind, and I admit that one could not make pictures for their tastes alone. But if a picture can be made to satisfy them as well as the average audience, well then, why not?

Most pictures have some kind of an idea behind them. Only, usually, the idea is inferior even to the plot. But if we can make a plot for everyone and an idea for the “highbrows”—well, again, why not?

Such is my theory of building a story in “tiers.” It is, in a way, the same principle as that of an airplane carried by three motors. If two of them fail, the third one is still enough to carry the plane safely. But how much safer the plane is, starting out with the three! As a matter of fact, in the example in question, I am more than sure that neither of the three motors would fail.

This is a principle which I have applied to every story I have written so far, but I have never developed it as plainly and obviously and, if I may say so, as skillfully, as in Red Pawn. Also, I’ve never had a chance to attempt to explain my theory to anyone, as I have done it here. I have no doubt that it will work. No doubt, but also no proof, for I have not seen it tried yet. It is my anxiety to see it tried which prompted me to write this letter. It is, of course, difficult to have any new theory tried, for there is  always an element of chance in the attempt. But in this case, it occurs to me that there is hardly any chance at all, for disregarding all my considerations, the story, I believe, is good enough to stand on its own just as any movie. It can go on, as all pictures, with just the one motor. What the other two motors, which it carries, will do—that is what the experiment will show.

I have not the slightest doubt that this story will be made eventually, and that it will be one of the greatest hits ever made, and that it will give an entirely new field to motion pictures. I do not say it merely because it is my story, for I would not dare to say it about all the things I’ve written. But I have such faith in this one, that I am willing to stand for any accusations of presumptuousness, arrogance or bad taste making this statement.

I have no doubt that this story will be made. But it is only natural that I would like to see it made soon.

I must apologize for something that does approach bad taste in writing to you all this which may sound merely as an involved “sales talk” in favor of my story. In a way, of course, it is a sales talk. But I intended it to be and have tried to make it more than just that. It is not a sales talk for a story, but for a story and for an idea. If you find that the story lives up to the idea, so much the better. If not-perhaps the idea itself may be of value to you.

And, speaking for a moment of the story alone, I would like to bring to your attention one fact which may, but should not, be considered against the story. It is the political angle, the fact that it may be considered as anti-Soviet and thus, perhaps, unsuitable for production at the present moment. I would like to say that it is not a political story. The fact that it is led on a prison island could offend the Soviet government no more than pictures of Devil’s Island offended the French government, and such pictures have been made successfully. All the political implications can be softened or removed from the story entirely. And, if even then there remain doubts on the subject, the story can be transferred to any other island in any other country or part of the globe. For the story, essentially, is neither Russian nor political.

AR’s synopsis of Red Pawn, edited by her into novelette form, was reprinted in The Early Ayn Rand Neither her sixty-page treatment nor her complete screenplay has been published, nor was a movie ever made.
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To Jean Wick

 

June 19, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

Mr. [Gouverneur] Morris [a writer friend] has received a letter from Mr. Mencken [H. L. Mencken, editor of American Mercury magazine] in regard to my book Airtight. I am quoting from his letter: “I agree with you thoroughly that it is a really excellent piece of work, and I see no reason whatever why it shouldn’t find a publisher readily. The only objection to it, of course, is the fact that it is anti-Communist in tone. Most of the American publishers who print Russian stuff lean toward the Trotskys. However, that is an objection that is certainly not insuperable.”

In view of this, Mrs. Morris has suggested that we try to submit the novel to Dutton, for they have just published a nonfiction book entitled Escape from the Soviets, which is violently anti-Soviet and, from what I hear, a great bestseller. Evidently, Dutton are not pro-Communist and I am very happy to know that neither is the public, and therefore an anti-Soviet book has a chance of success.

In his letter, Mr. Mencken has offered to send the book to any other publisher we name, if Knopf have not taken it, and Mrs. Morris has written to him, suggesting Dutton. If it is convenient for you, you may get in touch with him about this.

I have been waiting to hear about Knopf’s decision and, if they have rejected the book, I will appreciate it if you would let me know the reasons they gave.

I realize that we have to take into consideration the publishers’ political views when submitting the book. But, if Mr. Mencken is right and the political angle is the only one that stands in the way of a sale, I certainly refuse to believe that America has nothing but Communist-minded publishers. I will appreciate it if you will let me know the reactions to the book from this angle.

If it is not imposing on your time, and I realize that you are very busy, I would also appreciate a few lines about your opinion of the second half and the book as a whole, for I have not heard it yet and I am quite naturally interested to know it.

[image: 012]

To Cecil B. DeMille

 

 

July 3, 1934

Dear Mr. DeMille,

 

This letter is primarily to express my gratitude to you—at the distance of so many years. I have always wanted to tell you how much I appreciated your kindness and interest in me at a time when—if you remember—I was a very inexperienced, very bewildered and frightened little immigrant from Russia. I have waited all these years to show you that I had justified your interest in me, that I had something which you were kind and farsighted enough to see so far in advance.

If I have achieved any kind of success, I owe it to your instructions which I have remembered and tried to follow all these years. I have always hoped that I would not drop out of sight entirely, that the day would come when I would be successful enough to show you that you had not wasted the attention you had given me at my start in Hollywood.

I cannot say that I have accomplished a great deal yet, but at least I am a writer and I feel that I can now thank you from the bottom of my heart, without asking you for help or for a job, just thank you and tell you that you have always been the person for whose sake I have wanted most to succeed, if you will excuse my presumption in this.

I am taking the liberty of sending you a synopsis of my story Red Pawn, which I had sold to Universal some time ago and which Paramount has just bought from them as a probable vehicle for Marlene Dietrich. I am now working here on the screenplay. I would appreciate it very much if you would read this synopsis—not because I want to try and sell it to you, since it is already sold, but because I am very anxious to show you what I have accomplished, particularly since it is accomplished in accordance with your ideas as to story construction and situations. I am a little proud of this story and I feel that it is, in a way, the best manner I know of to thank you for your help to me many years ago.

If you will be kind enough to read it, I would be very grateful if you would grant me a little time to see you afterwards.

After her signature, AR wrote “(‘Caviar’—if you remember),” “Caviar” being DeMille’s pet name for her.


[image: 013]

To Jean Wick

 

In a letter of June 29, Wick told AR that she would make a major name for herself, though it would likely be a slow process. She encouraged AR to move to New York from Hollywood in order to meet publishers and other book people.

 

 

July 19, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

I am most grateful for your letter and for the kind interest with which you analyzed the problem of my career. I must say that your letter really made up for my slight disappointment in Knopf’s decision about my book.

I quite agree with your suggestion about my coming to New York. I do believe it would be advisable and very much to my advantage. But as I mentioned in my last letter, I am at present working at the Paramount Studio on an original story of my own and I do not know how long I will be held here. As soon as I finish this assignment, I will try to arrange to go to New York, if I find it possible. Frankly, the financial angle is the only circumstance that is keeping me from it, for I have been anxious to move to New York for a long time.

As to the opinion of Mr. Abbott at Knopf‘s, I can see his point of view and I can understand his hesitation, particularly in regard to the length of my novel. However, if I had a chance to do it, I would like to point out to him that he is greatly mistaken on the subject of the book being “dated.” In the first place, the book does not deal with a “temporary” . phase of Russian life. It merely takes place in the years 1922-1925, instead of the immediate present, but it deals with the birth of conditions which are far from gone, which still prevail in Russia in their full force, which are the very essence of the revolution. In the second place—and this may sound paradoxical—Airtight is not a novel about Russia. It is a novel about the problem of the individual versus the mass, a problem which is the latest, the most vital, the most tremendous problem of the world today, and about which very little has been said in fiction. I have selected Russia as my background merely because that problem stands out in Russia more sharply, more tragically than anywhere on earth.

However, I quite agree with you that it would not be advisable to press that point with Knopf’s at present, and I mention this only in case you find yourself confronted again with the same objection.
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To H. L. Mencken

 

 

 

July 28, 1934

Dear Mr. Mencken,

 

Gathering all my courage, I am writing to thank you for your kindness and interest in my novel Airtight. I am still a beginner with very much of a “fan complex,” so I hope you will understand my hesitation in writing to one whom I admire as the greatest representative of a philosophy to which I want to dedicate my whole life.

I am sure you understand that my book is not at all a story about Russia, but a story of an individual against the masses and a plea in defense of the individual. Your favorable opinion of it was particularly valuable to me, since I have always regarded you as the foremost champion of individualism in this country.

This book is only my first step and above all a means of acquiring a voice, of making myself heard. What I shall have to say when I acquire that voice does not need an explanation, for I know that you can understand it. Perhaps it may seem a lost cause, at present, and there are those who will say that I am too late, that I can only hope to be the last fighter for a mode of thinking which has no place in the future. But I do not think so. I intend to be the first one in a new battle which the world needs as it has never needed before, the first to answer the many too many advocates of collectivism, and answer them in a manner which will not be forgotten.

I know that you may smile when you read this. I fully realize that I am a very “green,” very helpless beginner who has the arrogance of embarking, single-handed, against what many call the irrevocable trend of our century. I know that I am only a would-be David starting out against Goliath—and what a fearful, ugly Goliath! I say “single-handed,” because I have heard so much from that other side, the collectivist side, and so little in defense of man against men, and yet so much has to be said. I have attempted to say it in my book. I do not know of a better way to make my entrance into the battle. I believe that man will always be an individualist, whether he knows it or not, and I want to make it my duty to make him know it.

So you can understand why I appreciate your kindness in helping me to put my book before the public, for—if you will excuse my presumption—I consider myself a young and very humble brother-in-arms in your own cause.

 

Gratefully yours,
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To H. L. Mencken

 

 

In his July 31 letter to AR, Mencken wrote: “I sympathize with your position thoroughly, and it seems to me that you have made a very good beginning in Airtight. I see no reason whatever why it should not find a publisher and make a success. Certainly the time has come to turn back the tide of Communist propaganda in this country.”

 

 

August 8, 1934

Dear Mr. Mencken,

 

I am profoundly grateful for your letter and very happy to know that you share my viewpoint on the philosophy of my novel. Frankly, I was a little afraid that you might consider it presumptuous on my part to hope that you would agree with me.

Since you are kind enough to offer to send the book out, I would like to ask you to send it to Dutton‘s, for I understand that they are not pro-Soviet and will have no objection to the political angle of my novel.

If this is not an imposition on your kindness, I would appreciate it very much, frankly because I know that the book will receive more attention if it comes from you.
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To Jean Wick

 

 

August 20, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

Under separate cover I am mailing to you a copy of a novelette I have written from my screen story Red Pawn. If you recall, this is the story which Paramount has bought and which will, probably, be Marlene Dietrich’s next or second vehicle. Paramount has the screen rights, of course, but I have the serial rights and I have rewritten the story in novelette form, hoping that it may be suitable for a serial publication in a magazine. The fact that it is going to be produced on the screen may prove of some help in selling it.

If you like it and find that you are interested in handling it, please let me know and I shall mail you additional copies of it. I would like very much to give it a try at the Saturday Evening Post, if you do not find that  impossible, because the Post seems to have a very decided anti-Soviet attitude.

I do not want to give you the impression that I can write nothing but Russian stories. My first ones were Russian merely because it is the background I know best and because I found in it material that has not been overdone. Red Pawn, incidentally, was written before Airtight. But I am working, at present, on a new novelette with a strictly American background. It is laid in Hollywood and does not have a single Russian in it.

The new novelette, Ideal, was published in its initial, theatrical script form in The Early Ayn Rand and first produced on the stage in 1989 in Hollywood.
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To Colin Clive, stage and film actor

 

This letter to Clive was undated but written just after AR had seen him on stage in journey’s End, by R. C. Sheriff. Clive’s answer is dated October 23, 1934.

 

 

Dear Mr. Clive,

 

I do not know whether you read “fan” mail, but I hope you will read this, and I hope—most anxiously—that it will interest you, though I am not at all sure of that. There have been times—not many-when I wanted to express my admiration for some achievement of rare beauty, but I have never done it, because I did not believe that the one who achieved it would care or understand. And I am not certain of that now, but I am making the attempt just the same, my first one.

I want to thank you for a little bit of real beauty which you have given me, a little spark of something which does not exist in the world today. I am not speaking of your great acting nor of the great part which you brought to life so expertly. Others have done great acting before, and there have been many great parts written. I am speaking of something which, probably, was very far from the mind of the author when he wrote Journey’s End, and from your own when you acted it. Perhaps that which I saw in you exists only in my own mind and no one else would see it, or care to see. I am speaking of your great achievement in bringing to life a completely heroic human being.

The word heroic does not quite express what I mean. You see, I am  an atheist and I have only one religion: the sublime in human nature. There is nothing to approach the sanctity of the highest type of man possible and there is nothing that gives me the same reverent feeling, the feeling when one’s spirit wants to kneel, bareheaded. Do not call it hero-worship, because it is more than that. It is a kind of strange and improbable white heat where admiration becomes religion, and religion becomes philosophy, and philosophy—the whole of one’s life.

I realize how silly words like these may sound today. Who cares about heroes any more and who wants to care? In an age that glorifies the average, the commonplace, the good, stale “human values,” that raises to the height of supreme virtue the complete lack of it, that refuses to allow anything above the smug, comfortable herd, that places the life of that herd above all things, who can still understand the thrill of seeing a man such as you were on the stage? It is not your acting that did it, nor the lines you spoke, nor even the character you played, because the character was far from the type of which I am speaking. It was something in you, in the whole of the man you were, something not intended by the play at all, that gave me, for a few hours, a spark of what man could be, but isn’t. I do not say that you were that man. I say only that you let me see a first spark of him, and that is an achievement for which one has to be grateful.

This is what I wanted to say to you, when I met you a few days ago, but I could not say it to you in person. That is why I am writing this. Perhaps it will only make you smile. But if your work means more to you than just a way of making your living, then, perhaps, you will want to hear that among the hundreds who watch you every night, there was one to whom your work meant more than just spending an evening in the theater.

 

Gratefully yours,

 

(In case you do not remember—as, of course, you don‘t—this is the Russian writer who Mr. E. E. Clive introduced to you a few nights ago. The “vodka” may remind you.)

Clive responded that AR’s letter meant a great deal to him and that he would always keep it. He told her that he’d toasted her play Woman on Trial, later retitled Night of January 16th, with vodka that night.
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To Jean Wick

 

 

October 27, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

I owe you an apology for my long silence. Perhaps you understand that it was caused by the matter of my stage play—Wowan on Trial. It has just been produced here, at the Hollywood Playhouse. I am enclosing two clippings of reviews—from the Los Angeles Times and the Hollywood Citizen-News. I am very happy about the production and it looks as though it is going to be quite successful. Mr. Woods [A. H. Woods, Broadway producer] has not accepted it for production as yet, but he is negotiating about it with E. E. Clive, the local producer, I believe.

I have had a hectic month and all my time has been taken up by the supervision of rehearsals. During the last few weeks we have been rehearsing day and night. Please excuse me for not writing to you sooner.

I have received your letter today and I have thought it over carefully from every angle. I greatly appreciate all the details of the matter which you have given me. Here is what I have to say: I certainly would not go so far as to demand the book [We the Living] be published exactly as it is or not at all. I am quite willing to make all the cuts and changes that may be required to improve it. But I do insist that the theme and spirit of the book be kept intact. Therefore, I must explain in detail exactly what I mean.

I am afraid that I cannot agree with Mr. Benefield’s [an editor at Appleton-Century-Crofts) idea of the book. It is not a love story. It never could be. In fact, I believe, personally, that the love story is the least interesting thing about it. Mr. Benefield may be right about the fact that I have too much background in it and I am willing to cut it some. But that background is more essential than the plot itself for the story I want to tell. Without it—there is no story. It is the background that creates the characters and their tragedy. It is the background that makes them do the things they do. If one does not understand the background—one cannot understand them.

And Mr. Benefield is completely mistaken about the fact that the American reader “has a fair knowledge of existence in Leningrad during the time covered by the novel.” The American reader has no knowledge of it whatsoever. He has not the slightest suspicion of it. If he had—we would not have the appalling number of parlor Bolsheviks and idealistic sympathizers with the Soviet regime, liberals who would scream with horror if they knew the truth of Soviet existence. It is for them that the book was written.

 

The principal reaction I have had from those who have read the book is one of complete amazement at the revelation of Soviet life as it is actually lived. “Can it possibly be true? I had no idea that that’s what it was like. Why were we never told?”—those are the things I have heard over and over again. Those are the things I wanted to hear. Because the conditions I have depicted are true. I have lived them. No one has ever come out of Soviet Russia to tell it to the world. That was my job.

I repeat, I may have too much of it in the book and I am willing to cut it down some. But I also repeat that it must stand as a most important part of the novel—not merely as a setting for a love story. I have never heard one person say that he was bored while reading the book. I have tied my background firmly to the structure of the plot. But that background has to be there.

Furthermore—and here we come to the most important point—has Mr. Benefield understood the idea of the book? Airtight is not the story of Kira Argounova. It is the story of Kira Argounova and the masses—her greatest enemy. Those masses—and what they do to the individual—are the real hero of the book. Remove that—and you have nothing but a conventional little romance to tell. The individual against the masses—such is the real, the only theme of the book. Such is the greatest problem of our century—for those who are willing to realize it.

I feel I must explain one point to Mr. Benefield—a point of the greatest importance. Mr. Benefield wonders why I stop in the last chapter to present the biography of the soldier who kills Kira Argounova. That stop, in my opinion, is one of the best things in the book. It contains—in a few pages—the whole idea and purpose of the novel. After the reader has seen Kira Argounova, has learned what a rare, precious, irreplaceable human being she was—I give him the picture of the man who killed Kira Argounova, of the life that took her life. That soldier is a symbol, a typical representative of the average, the dull, the useless, the commonplace, the masses—that killed the best there is on this earth. I believe I made this obvious when I concluded his biography by saying—quoting from the book: “Citizen Ivan Ivanov was guarding the border of the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics.” Citizen Ivan Ivanov is the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics. And that Union killed Kira Argounova. Kira Argounova against citizen Ivan Ivanov—that is the whole book in a few pages.

I am willing to do some cutting and I believe I could cut out about fifteen thousand, perhaps even twenty-five thousand words. That would be  the most. Cutting it down to 100,000 words would be impossible. [The published book is approximately 175,000 words.]

I agree that the title may not be a good one and I am entirely willing to change that.

If this is acceptable to Mr. Benefield, I shall get down to work on the cutting at once. However, since the offer is only conditional, I must insist that you do not withdraw the book from other publishers, but continue to submit it, until—and if—we reach a definite agreement with the Appleton-Century company.

As to the matter of a suggested collaborator, I give you full authority to refuse at once, without informing me, any and all offers that carry such a suggestion. I do not care to hear of such offers. I consider them nothing short of an insult. Anyone reading my book must realize that I am an individualist above everything else. As such, I shall stand or fall on my own work. I hope you do not consider this as a beginner’s arrogance. It is merely the feeling of a person who takes pride in her work. At the cost of being considered arrogant, I must state that I do not believe there is a human being alive who could improve that book of mine in the matter of actual rewriting. If anyone is capable of improving that book—he should have written it himself. I would prefer not only never seeing it in print, but also burning every manuscript of it—rather than having William Shakespeare himself add one line to it which was not mine, or cross out one comma. I repeat, I welcome and appreciate all suggestions of changes to improve the book without destroying its theme, and I am quite willing to make them. But these changes will be made by me.

The time is certainly ripe for an anti-Red novel and it is only a question of finding the right party to take an interest in it. I do not believe that we will get very far with publishers who disapprove of or try to diminish the political implications of the book. These implications are its best chance of success. If you remember, Mr. Morris in his letter to Mr. Mencken, referred to the book as the “Uncle Tom’s Cabin of Soviet Russia.” That is exactly what the book was intended to be and exactly the angle under which it must be sold. It was suggested to me that I get in touch with some of the senators who objected to the recognition of Soviet Russia, with some political interests who are fighting Communism in this country—and get them to launch the book. I do not believe that it would be advisable for me to approach them myself. Would it be possible for you? Please let me know what you think of this angle.
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To Jean Wick

 

November 24, 1934

Dear Miss Wick,

 

I am leaving for New York today. I have signed a contract with A. H. Woods for the production of my play and he is planning to open it by the beginning of January.

I am motoring to New York and expect to be there by December 2nd. I am looking forward to seeing you. I do not know yet where I will stop, but I shall telephone you as soon as I arrive. I hope this opportunity to come to New York will help me with my book, as you have suggested.

AR lived in New York City until 1943.
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To Mary Inloes, agent for Night of January 16th, which opened on Broadway on September 16, 1935, and closed in April 1936

 

December 10, 1934

Dear Miss Inloes,

 

I owe you many apologies for my long silence. I hope you will excuse me, when you hear of all the troubles I’ve had—on my way here. Everything went wrong with our car—from the license plate getting loose to the brakes burning out three times. To top it all, you came very near to having on your hands a crippled Russian writer—if any. We had an accident in Virginia and the car almost overturned. Fortunately, we were not hurt, but we left the car there and finished the trip by bus. The Auto-Courts [motels] are awful. You may use me as a reference to discourage ambitious authors from motoring across the continent.

To make up for it, everything seems to be going very nicely here in New York. I found Mr. Satenstein thoroughly charming and he seems to be a very good businessman. As to Mr. Woods, he is perfectly lovely and very easy to work with. I do not believe that I will have any trouble with him about the play. The suggestions he had to make so far were mostly the same cuts that we did in Hollywood, and also some grand things about the presentation of the play, which will improve it a great deal and are only details of production that do not affect the play itself. He plans to produce  it on a grand scale which Hollywood could never approach. I do hope that you will be able to come here for the opening.

I have been very busy making the changes in the script, which he wanted to have as soon as possible. That is why I have not written to you sooner. I have not even actually unpacked, as yet. I have just delivered the script to him today.

New York is grand. I love it. I am very happy to be here. Of course, I haven’t even begun to see it. It is quite cold, but I don’t mind, and I do not miss California sunshine.

I would appreciate it very much if you could send me any clippings you may have from the Hollywood papers—if they haven’t forgotten me entirely.
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To Mary Inloes

 

March 16, 1935

Dear Miss Inloes,

 

I owe you many apologies for my long silence. I hope you realize that its reason has been the long string of continuous delays I have encountered with Woman on Trial. The matter is still unsettled. Mr. Woods is still searching for a leading lady. All these months I have been waiting to hear that he has found one, every hour of every day. I have heard many promises that it would be settled “not later than Monday,” then “not later than Thursday” and so on, for over three months. I have delayed writing to you in the hope that, at any moment, I may have definite news to tell you. Unfortunately, the matter is still where it stood in December, so I am writing without waiting any longer. I hope you will forgive my delay.

, Frankly, I am very bitterly disappointed in the way Mr. Satenstein has handled our contract. If you remember, I wanted to insist on a definite short  option in the contract, but waived it aside on Mr. Satenstein’s assurance that Mr. Woods had every intention to produce the play immediately and no specified time was necessary. As it stands now, Mr. Woods has a legal option of six months, which I would have hesitated to grant him for the little advance I received.

I am convinced that both Mr. Satenstein and Mr. Woods acted in good faith and that the delay is an unfortunate, unforeseen circumstance. Nevertheless, it has put me in the most impossible situation and I am carrying the hardest end of a matter for which I was least responsible. I consider it  a great mistake on Mr. Satenstein’s part to have taken anyone’s word in a legal matter, which should have been specified on paper. As circumstances stand, with Mr. Woods obviously anxious not to lose the play, I would have received a second option, by now, had we specified a shorter time in the contract. As it is, Mr. Woods actually does not have to hurry, having legally six months in which to produce the play.

Needless to say, my situation is desperate, not to say a catastrophe. I could hardly have been expected to live in New York for six months on two hundred and fifty dollars, on less than that when one considers that to reach New York was impossible on the hundred dollars allowed for the purpose. Mr. Satenstein has tried to help me, but the only job he could get for me is that of a reader for RKO here, at which I am earning an average of ten dollars a week, working ten hours a day. Mr. Satenstein has undertaken to get another advance for me from Mr. Woods, but up to now nothing has happened. I can hardly be blamed for considering the whole situation rather unfair.

 

I do not like to complain about it and that was another reason for my delay in writing to you. I had hoped that the situation would be solved any minute, but as it stands, it still may be solved tomorrow—or in another three months. So I had to tell you the whole truth.
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To A. H. Woods, Ltd., producers of Night of January 16th

 

October 14, 1935

Dear Sirs:

 

Walter Pidgeon having withdrawn from the cast of Night of January 16th,  his last appearance being Saturday evening, October 19th, my understanding is that you intend to replace him in the cast by William Bakewell. While Mr. Bakewell may well be good in parts to which he is suited, he certainly is not suited for the part which is now being relinquished by Mr. Pidgeon. He is much too young and has not the required strength of personality for the character portrayed, which requires “guts,” as the name of the character in the play, Guts Regan, implies. The character implies menace, aggressiveness and sinister force. I am not alone in my opinion that Mr. Bakewell does not measure up to these characteristics. The character in the play is the head of the New York underworld and Mr. Bakewell can not at his age and with his appearance measure up to that type of man. I  am not unreasonable in objecting to the employment of Mr. Bakewell. I have no desire to hold up the performance of this play, but time being limited, I am making the following alternate suggestions for this part: Mr. Morgan Conway, who played the part of Regan in the Hollywood production and Mr. Robert Shayne, who knows the part.

My objection and request is made under the terms of the Minimum Basic Agreement, under the fourth paragraph of section 7 which reads as follows:If, after the opening of the play, the Manager shall make any change in the cast, and objection thereto is made by the Author, then the Manager agrees forthwith to replace the person or persons so substituted by an actor or actress who shall be approved by the Author.
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To Gouverneur Morris, a screenwriter at Universal, whose credits included many silent films in the early 1920s, Anybody’s Woman (1930) and East of Java (1935)

 

November 29, 1935

Dear Mr. Morris,

 

My only excuse for my long silence is that of a person who has just emerged from Hell. The year which has passed has been so terrible, with the constant disappointments, the indefinite waiting and the struggle, that I did not want to let anyone hear from me, for all I could say would have been complaints. I had to reach some success before I could feel like a human being again—and write like one.

I am just beginning to raise my head—more or less. Not because of my play—although that is doing rather nicely—but because of my book. Selling it has been the greatest thing in my life so far. I had been so bewildered and discouraged by the long delay on the book, that I felt I would never be able to write again. Now that’s over. Whether the book fails or succeeds, it will at least have been published.

The book was sold during the first weeks of my play and I have been terribly busy, giving it a final editing. Macmillan, who are going to publish it, did not want any changes made, no cuts or alterations of any kind. But I wanted to revise it once more and make a few minor changes which, I think, improved it. I have delivered the completed script about a week ago  and I expect galley proofs of it in about two weeks. The book will come out in February or March. So I am free now to relax and begin to enjoy life. And also to think of my next novel, which I have in mind already and over which I feel very enthusiastic—so far. It is not another Russian story, but a strictly American one.

I do not know whether you knew that I have had to withdraw my book from Miss Wick, some time ago. I found that we disagreed too much on the book and that it was difficult for Miss Wick to handle it, since she did not feel in sympathy with it. The book was sold by Miss Ann Watkins who is now my agent. You may know of her—she is the agent of Sinclair Lewis and one of the grandest persons I have ever met.

The only important change in my book is the title. It is now going to be called We the Living. Remembering that you have never liked the title  Airtight, I hope that you may approve of this one.

I do not know how to express my profound gratitude to you for your interest in my book and for your kindness in writing about me to the press. You have seen, undoubtedly, the nice mention which O. O. Mclntyre gave me in his column on your recommendation. Now that my worst struggle is over, I find many people interested in me, but I shall never forget that you had faith in me at the time when I was just beginning and needed it most.

There is not much that I can tell you about my play. It is doing very well, it seems very popular and successful. But I get no satisfaction whatever out of it, because of the changes which Mr. Woods insisted on making. I find them so inept and in such bad taste that the entire spirit of the play is ruined. I have never considered it as a particularly good play and was fully prepared to allow any changes to improve it. But I do not think that bringing it down to the level of cheap melodrama and destroying its characters, which was the best thing it had, constitutes an improvement. And that is exactly what Mr. Woods has done. I am trying to look at the whole thing philosophically, consider it a necessary sacrifice to make a beginning and forget about it, while I try to write something better.

Since I frankly lacked the courage to write to you sooner, I have never had the chance to ask you what you thought of my novelette Ideal, which I left with you when I departed from Hollywood. If it is not too late and if you still remember it, I would greatly appreciate your opinion of it. I have rewritten it into a play, which I have finished recently.

I do not know when I shall come back to Hollywood. I would like to stay here a little longer and I do not plan to return, unless the screen rights to my play are sold and I am brought back to work on the adaptation. I love New York. It is a city, and I suppose that I am one of those decadent  products of civilization that do not feel at home outside of a big city. With the exception of a few friends, I do not miss Hollywood at all. If and when I have to return, the pleasure of seeing you again will be my chief compensation. That prospect does make me wish to come back sometime soon.

AR’s final, reedited version of Night of January 16th was published by New American Library in 1968 and is still being regularly performed, particularly in summer stock and in high schools.
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To Gouverneur Morris

 

 

January 23, 1936

Dear Mr. Morris,

 

Thank you ever so much for the fascinating little book you sent me for Christmas. Needless to say, I enjoyed it tremendously and laughed aloud while reading it. I think it is a beautiful work and most timely and most decidedly needed at the present moment. You probably know that I quite agree with your viewpoint. I can sympathize all the more since you seem to feel as strongly about the subject as I do about another—and not dissimilar problem—that of Soviet Russia. I feel that something has to be done about this modem tendency toward the Red and all forms of Red. And the more voices are raised against it—the better. We certainly hear more than enough from the opposite side. Therefore—my thanks and congratulations for your work.

My novel is announced for publication on April 14. But I expect to have finished copies of it earlier. I have just completed the final corrections on the page proofs and am looking forward anxiously to the day of publication.

As to my play, I am having nothing but endless troubles and lawsuits with my producer. The whole matter is so complicated and so revolting that it is not worthwhile to bother you with its details. I would like to ask you, however, not to see the play when it comes to Los Angeles. I am sincerely ashamed of it in its present form, owing to changes which I could not prevent Woods from making, and I would prefer that you remember the play as it was, with all its faults, rather than to see the disgraceful burlesque it has become.
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To Ev Suffens, the stage name of announcer Raymond Nelson

 

 

April 6, 1916

Dear Announcer,

 

(Please excuse me, but I haven’t been able to catch your name yet.) Thank you for the nice welcome you gave me on your program Saturday night. But I’m not really a new customer. I’m a very old and faithful one. I have been listening to your program for months. I must admit that you’ve made a radio fan out of me. And you were wrong when—in answer to my wire about your being my favorite announcer—you said that I “probably say it to all the announcers.” If you’ll excuse me, I hate radio announcers. But you are a most amazing exception. My husband and I started by listening to your program for the classical music you played and we used to turn the radio down while you talked. Now—we wait impatiently through the music just to hear you talk. You probably know that the secret of your charm is in the fact that you don’t sound as if you were talking to morons. And I want to thank you for the real treat that your program and your wit are for us. We listen to you faithfully every night, rain or shine, guests or no guests. When we have guests, we make them listen, too.

Of course, we would like to hear as many classical recordings as you can give us. For the life of me, I can’t understand why people should intrude with their senseless jazz requests upon the only classical program we have, when every other station plays plenty of jazz night and day. Can’t we, the badly neglected minority that possesses a trace of good taste, be allowed one good program out of a hundred trashy ones? Particularly since I don’t think that we are a minority. However, I know it’s not your fault. But if we have to compromise, please enter my vote for as many classics as possible. Your recordings of Faust were grand and I would like to hear more of it.

As to special requests, I would like very, very much to hear the Phaedra Overture by Massenet. Of course I don’t mean to rush you and nag you about it. But if it is possible to get the record, I would appreciate it very much. Also—do you have “Serenade” by Drdla? I would love to hear it. And are you allowed to play any of the Viennese operettas of Emmerich Kalman? If they are not restricted, I would like to hear selections from  Countess Maritza and Czardas Fürstin. (I hope I have spelled it correctly. ‘If not-excuse me.) As you see, I don’t ask for heavy classics, but only for what is called “light concert classics.” They are really the most delightful form of music and the one most seldom heard.

Please give my love to Oscar and Oswald.1 I think they are one of the cutest things on your program. (Just between you and me, did you really lose Oscar or did you lose the machine that barks for Oscar? I don’t care, because I like to think that there is an Oscar. Anyway, I’m glad he came back.)

Thanking you again for your delightful work.

 

Sincerely yours,

 

P.S. You were right about my name the first time. It’s pronounced “I-n.” If you noticed it, I sent you my first wire on Saturday, when Night of January 16th closed. I didn’t want you to think that I was after some free advertising.
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To Gouverneur Morris

 

 

In a March 27 telegram, Morris wrote that AR’s inscription in his copy of We the Living “filled his eyes with tears” and that the book “is a splendid performance.”

 

 

April 14, 1936

Dear Mr. Morris,

 

I do not know how to express my gratitude to you for the telegram you sent me and for your interest in my book. But I would like you to know how much I appreciate the wonderful things you have said about me. Your kindness and praise have given me the greatest encouragement and I hope that my future will not disappoint you. I shall do my best to live up to your prediction.

I was very happy to know that you liked my book and its appearance in a printed form. The book is released now and I can only hope for the best. However, I expect plenty of hell from our good Red reviewers. The question in my mind is only whether they will succeed in keeping the book from the public. If they don‘t, if the book reaches America and makes at least a few pause and question their Communist theories, I shall be satisfied, no matter what they say about me. If the book turns a few potential Reds   away from the cause—I will know that I have accomplished something worthwhile. How tragically the book is needed here I am realizing more and more every day. New York is full of people sold bodies and souls to the Soviets. The extent of it almost frightens me. But I’ve done all I could. The future will tell the rest.

And—no matter what happens now—my deepest gratitude to one great man who understood me.
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To Marjorie Williams, director of the Hollywood Studio Club, a residence for young women aspiring to careers in the film industry. AR lived there her first three years in Hollywood.

 

April 27, 1936

Dear Miss Williams,

 

Thank you ever so much for your letter. I was very happy to know that you remember me and that you liked my play. I am sending you a copy of my first novel which has just come out. I think that it is a much better piece of work than the play—and I hope you will like it. I would appreciate it very much if you would write to me and tell me what you think of it.

The novel describes Soviet Russia in the years when I lived there. So if you still remember what a crazy, temperamental person I was when I lived at the Club, you may understand it now, when you read about the kind of country I had just left.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank you and the other officers of the Studio Club for all your kindness and help at a time when I needed it so badly. I am happy that I have reached some degree of success to justify your interest in me and to prove that your help has not been wasted. It has taken me a long time, as careers usually do, but I am happy to be, in some measure, among those “graduates” of your splendid organization who justify the wonderful work which you are doing and which is needed so very badly—because there is nothing more helpless and tragic, I am convinced, than a beginner with ambitions for an artistic career and without money or experience. I want you to know that I have not forgotten and that I am grateful to the Studio Club from the bottom of my heart.
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To Ev Suffens

 

 

May 19, 1936

Dear Mr. Suffens,

 

You asked for it. I have never told you about my book because, as you will see, it is definitely anti-Soviet and I was under the impression that your station—not your program, but station WEVD—is somewhat “pink.” However, since you are interested in my novel and have mentioned it over the air, I am happy to send you a copy of it as a little token of gratitude for your lovely program and the many requests you have played for me.

I want only to warn you that I do not know whether you should mention the book by its title over the air, because I certainly wouldn’t want the Red “comrades” to “liquidate” you for it. You are free to mention it if you wish. But use your own judgment.

Whatever your personal political convictions may be, I do hope that you will enjoy the book and that, after you’ve read it, I shall still be able to get a request played on the Midnight Jamboree.
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To Ev Suffens

 

 

May 24, 1936

Dear Mr. Suffens,

 

Since I am an old, faithful admirer of your program, you know how I feel about it. But you are conducting a poll among your listeners and I want to register my vote formally. On the first question you asked over the air: do we want the Midnight Jamboree continued through the summer, I answer:  YES!!! Most emphatically yes. Your program has become a household institution with us, like a visit with a friend each evening. If you were to discontinue it, it would leave a void no other program could fill. I don’t exaggerate when I say that I would simply be heartbroken, because the  Midnight Jamboree is the best, the most charming, the most amusing program on the air and the only one to which we listen regularly.

On your second question: do we want the program conducted as it is now or made more formal, I answer: by all means keep it as it is now. Its whole charm is the informality and your peculiar, inimitable sense of humor. The Midnight Jamboree is really Ev Suffens. You do play excellent music, but any other station can play the same records. If you were to turn  into a formal, stuffy announcer, I would be bored to death. And I don’t believe that anyone would listen to three solid hours of formality. Artificial, pretentious, fawning pomposity is precisely what is wrong with most radio announcers and what gives the radio its slightly silly, inane aspect. Since there is no one on the air quite like you—why even consider giving up your charm and originality to become like hundreds of others?

We love “Oscar,” “Oswald,” “Rasputin,” and your whole family. They have become real characters to us, real friends whom we would miss terribly. My suggestion would be to have more of them, not less. As to the music, my vote is: more classics, particularly light concert classics such as you have been playing lately. Personally, I would say: all classics, but I don’t mind suffering through a jazz number once in a while if it’s necessary and if your audience demands it.

To sum up, I say: WE WANT THE MIDNIGHT JAMBOREE CONTINUED FOREVER AND JUST AS IT IS NOW. And I add a vote of thanks and a salute to the best program on the air and the man who created it.
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June 10, 1936

Dear Ev,

 

Do we miss the Midnight Jamboree? Well, “you have no idea!” Oh, yes, the Jamboree is still there, but “she ain’t what she used to be.” “Don’t look now,” but we are not very happy about the announcer who is understudying you. He is not bad, as radio announcers go, but he is just that—a radio announcer, and with a leaning toward jazz music besides. Such old, faithful fans of the Midnight Jamboree as we are have actually stopped listening and missed several evenings.

Oscar and Oswald the Firsts are sitting dejectedly by the radio, waiting for your return. They don’t like this vacation and want their jobs back. Petunia’s back is arched, her fur is ruffled and she is mad at you. She wants to know why you disgraced her publicly by announcing over the air that you didn’t like her? But she’ll forgive you when she hears the “Grasshoppers’ Dance” again. We haven’t had any “Grasshoppers’ Dance,” any “Down South,” not even a single “Toonerville Train” for ages.

Our regards, best wishes and love to Oscar, Oswald, Rasputin and—well, all right, and Ev Suffens.
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To Mary Inloes

 

June 18, 1936

Dear Mary Virginia,

I have just sent you a copy of my book, for I certainly do not want you to wait for it at a lending library. However, I am grateful for your being interested in it and trying to get it from a library. Needless to say, I am quite happy and proud about the book, much more so than about the unfortunate Night of January 16th.

Speaking of Night, I must report that it is doing very well in summer stock. There are several companies doing it now and many more planned. The London production is tentatively scheduled for September. I understand also that a road tour of the big cities is planned for this fall.

You asked me what I am working on at present. For the last month I have not been able to do any work at all. I have had to give lectures and speeches about Soviet Russia—and of course I couldn’t refuse the opportunity, feeling as strongly as I do about the subject. I have even been interviewed over the radio. It is all a rather nerve-wrecking experience, but quite enjoyable. However, I have two new plays and a long novel outlined, and I shall settle down soon to some serious work. I don’t know as yet when I will return to Hollywood; my plans are quite indefinite for the summer.
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To Marjorie Williams

 

Approximately half of this letter was later used as a fund-raising appeal for the Studio Club, and a shorter selection is reproduced in the one-page history of the Club in the display case of the building at 1215 N. Lodi Place, Hollywood.

 

June 18, 1936

Dear Miss Williams,

 

I can only thank you for the compliment you paid me in wishing to use my letter as part of a drive for the Studio Club. You certainly may use my letter, or any part of it, for so splendid a purpose and I shall be only too happy if it will help, even in the slightest degree, the cause of other potential writers who are going through what I have been through.

I would also like to point out to all those people, who are in a position to help the Studio Club, the following—if you find it of any value: millions are given each year to charities which help crippled children, old people, blind people and all kinds of disabled unfortunates; which is a perfectly worthy cause. But, on the other hand, has anyone given much thought to the crying, desperate need of helping the exact opposite type of human beings—the able, the fit, the talented and unusual ones crushed by purely material circumstances? That idea of hardships being good for character and of a talent always being able to break through is an old fallacy. Talent alone is helpless today. Any success requires both talent and luck. And the “luck” has to be helped along and provided by someone. A talented person has to eat as much as a misfit. A talented person needs sympathy, understanding and intelligent guidance more than a misfit. And the question arises: who is more worthy of help—the sub-normal or the above-normal? Who is more valuable to humanity? Which of the two types is more valuable to himself? Which of the two suffers more acutely: the misfit, who doesn’t know what he is missing, or the talented one who knows it only , too well? I have no quarrel with those who help the disabled. But if only one tenth of the money given to help them were given to help potential talent—much greater things would be accomplished in the spirit of a much higher type of charity.

Talent does not survive all obstacles. In fact, in the face of hardships, talent is the first one to perish; the rarest plants are usually the most fragile. Our present-day struggle for existence is the coarsest and ugliest phenomenon that has ever appeared on earth. It takes a tough skin to face it, a very tough one. Are talented people born with tough skins? Hardly. In fact, the more talent one possesses the more sensitive one is, as a rule. And if there is a more tragic figure than a sensitive, worthwhile person facing life without money—I don’t know where it can be found.

The Studio Club is the only organization I know of personally that carries on, quietly and modestly, this great work which is needed so badly: help for young talent. It not only provides human, decent living conditions which a poor beginner could not afford anywhere else, but it provides that other great necessity of life: understanding. It makes a beginner feel that he is not, after all, an intruder with all the world laughing at him and rejecting him at every step, but that there are people who consider it worthwhile to dedicate their work to helping and encouraging him. Isn’t such an organization worthy of everyone’s support? What if out of every hundred whom the Studio Club helps, ten will prove that they had something worth saving, something which might have perished without help at the most  dangerous time of the first steps? Isn’t it worth the gamble? So many gamble on roulette, and slot machines, and horses. Why not gamble for a change on human beings and human futures?

I have gone into all this at such length because it is a question for which I have felt a kind of crusading spirit for a long time. I have always hoped to be able to express these things some day and to be heard. If it can be of any assistance to the Studio Club, you may quote it all or any part of it you find valuable. And you know that my best wishes and gratitude are with the Club always.

I would like to be entered as a contributing member of the Club and I am enclosing a check for it. When I become more firmly established, I hope to be able to contribute a more substantial membership.

In closing, I want to thank you for your kind opinion of my novel. I am very happy to know that you liked it. And I was delighted to read your opinion on individualism. That one word—individualism—is to be the theme song, the goal, the only aim of all my writing. If I have any real mission in life—this is it. And you know how badly it is needed at present!
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To John Temple Graves, syndicated newspaper columnist from Birmingham, Ala.

 

July 5, 1936

My dear Mr. Graves,

Please accept my sincere and profound gratitude for your opinion of my book We the Living, as expressed in your column of June 8. I appreciate it all the more, not only because you wrote it, but because you were kind enough to send it to me.

I am particularly grateful to you for calling the public’s attention to my book from an angle which is more important to me than any possible literary accomplishment of mine, namely for mentioning the fact that my book is not merely an argument against Communism, but against all forms of collectivism, against any manner of sacrilege toward the Individual. It would be easier for me to conceive of tolerance toward a theory preaching a wholesale execution of mankind by poison gas than to understand those who find any possible ethical excuse for destroying the only priceless possession of man—his individualism. After all, any form of swift physical annihilation is preferable to the inconceivable horror of a living death. And  what but a rotting alive can human existence be when devoid of the pride and the joy of a man’s right to his own spirit?

All the crimes of history have always been perpetrated by the mob. And if any of our various modem forms of proclaiming the mob’s superiority over everything in life are allowed to triumph, we are headed for another era of Dark Ages, darker than any the past has known. It seems tragically obvious that a great many representatives of our press—and the press is the only real dictator of public opinion—have succumbed to one version of collectivism or another—mainly to the Soviet variety. Consequently, I felt a particular gratification in discovering in you one of the few remaining champions of what seems to be almost a lost cause. How badly these champions are needed at present I do not have to tell you, you must realize it yourself.

I can only thank you and tell you that my every good wish is with you and your work. We seem to be fighters in the same camp—and, perhaps, if it is not too late, we may still win.

Part of the second paragraph above was quoted in Graves’s column of July 10, 1936.
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To John Temple Graves

 

August 12, 1936

Dear Mr. Graves,

 

Thank you ever so much for your most interesting letter. I must confess that I have not answered it sooner because I wanted to read the book Who Owns America, which you mentioned in your letter. However, I have been so rushed with urgent business that I have not been able to do it yet, and I am writing with a promise that I shall read it in the very near future. It has been on my list for a long time, but I haven’t been able to catch up with the many books I intend to read.

I must thank you also for your column which you sent me, with the quotation from my letter. I am very glad that you found it interesting enough to quote.

However, [your use of] the term “umpired individualism” frightens me a little. I admit that I do not know the exact meaning in which it is  used. It comes down to the question of “umpired” by whom, how and to what extent? To my strictly layman and perhaps not very scientific viewpoint, it seems that the whole question of individualism or collectivism rests primarily on the choice between two basic principles: either we believe that the State exists to serve the individual or that the individual exists to serve the State. It may be an abstract, general principle, but generalities of this kind have a way of producing infinite consequences in practical reality. I believe more firmly than in any Ten Commandments that the State exists only and exclusively to serve the individual. I see no conceivable logical or ethical excuse for the opposite belief, nor any possible compromise between the two. If the role of the State as a servant, not a master, is taken as a basic, immutable sort of Constitution—then “umpiring” is safe and desirable; provided that the “umpiring” is done precisely to protect single individuals, not society as a whole or the state as a whole; provided that each act of the “umpires” is definitely motivated by and does not clash with the above sort of Constitution.

“Society” is such a dangerous abstraction. As a rule, what can pass for a benefit to “society” is actually a disaster to all and any single individuals composing it. As witness Soviet Russia. I cannot get away from the idea that “society” as such does not exist, apart from its members. It is not a separate, mystical entity. It is only a shorter way of saying “a million” or “a hundred million people.” Yet all collectivist schemes use the word State or Society as a complete, single entity and demand that all individual citizens sacrifice everything for it. If we have a society where everyone sacrifices—just exactly who profits and who is happy? A happy collective composed of miserable, frustrated members is an absurdity. Yet that is precisely what collectivist Russia claims to be. And any theory which substitutes carelessly the word “society” for the word “men” runs the same danger. You cannot claim that you have a healthy forest composed of rotting trees. I’m afraid that collectivists cannot see the trees for the forest.

I admit that I am not an economist, but I cannot get away from the feeling that pure, abstract economics, particularly the Marxist kind, forget the human element for the sake of the economic one. And again: do economics have to fit man as he is or does man have to be ground to a pulp to fit into a preconceived economic mold?

Do we agree now or not quite?
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To Frank O‘Connor, then appearing in a Connecticut summer-stock production of Night of January 16 th
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August 19, 1936

 

 

 

Well, here is the first love letter I ever had a chance to write. And I have nothing to say, except that I miss you terribly. As a matter of fact, I don’t really miss you, it’s the funniest feeling: on the one hand, I feel so blue that I could cry any minute, and on the other hand I feel very proud and virtuous that I’ve actually done it: let you go away and stayed to do “my duty.”

The worst thing was coming home from the station. It was terrible and I enjoyed it, because it was a completely new feeling, something I’ve never felt before: the whole city seemed empty, and that’s not such a cliché as it sounds, it was the certainty that no one, not anywhere, on any street, really mattered to me. I felt free and bitter and I wanted to cry. I didn’t look back at your train once. How did you feel?

There’s one good thing, however: the absence of my “inspiration” inspires me more than anything else. I’ve really done grand work and I feel like working. I think mainly because I feel terribly guilty if I stop for a moment, because I have no right to be here if I’m not working. So I am. I just reread the last scene of the first act and it still seems grand. Hope I’ll like it tomorrow.

No news of any kind, except that the script arrived from Reeid. I haven’t read it yet. Marjorie stayed here last night and I saw her dance yesterday. It was really magnificent. I had some nice dialogue with the housekeeper: “My husband is away and I have a friend staying with me, will you please change the bed linen?” She brought it up herself, and was probably disappointed to see that it was only Marjorie.

Be sure and listen to me on the radio Sunday, if I don’t come up before then. I think it’s going to be good. It’s station 101 on the dial, at 5:30. Have you a radio there anywhere?

Tweetness, I miss you! This is fun, writing to you, but it seems silly and unreal. I’m waiting for your letter to see how you do it. I’m a poor little feline with a can tied to my tail. And my tail is down, and my fur up, and I’m a Siberian blue “kittan.” Oscar and Oswald are no help, they’re moping about and won’t talk to me.

Do I have to tell you that I love you?

Here’s a picture of us all and how we look here:
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Good night, Tweet!

XXXXXXX

Your Fluff
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To Frank O‘Connor

 

 

August 21, 1936

 

Cubby darling!

 

I received two letters from you, together—this morning. It was swell, and thanks, you did write after all. I couldn’t quite believe that you ever would.

You “catched” me on the “first, most and foremost.” All right, it was for Thursday and Friday. But you’re King of Beasts, Prince of Cubs, Thing of Beauty, and lions is felines! (Mainly dandelions ain‘t!)

I have had a very exciting day today. Saw Jerome Mayer and it’s all settled. This contract [for a stage version of We the Living] will be signed probably Thursday. He didn’t make any funny demands for any collaborators, after I explained my point. He was very nice. We discussed the play at great length and I showed him my outline, which he liked very much. We also discussed casting. He does have Brian Aherne in mind, but for  Leo, not Andrei. He also mentioned Francis Lederer for Leo, which may be all right; he admitted, however, that he is not sure of what Lederer would  be like in a tragic role. I told him about Katharine Hepburn turning down the Guild play, and he said he would find out right away whether we could have her. He mentioned Dorothy Gish, a vague possibility. Pat said she looks very young and is grand. I’m going to Westport tomorrow to see her in Russet Marble. She does the part of a young girl in that, so I’ll see what she’s like.

I’m way in the first scene of the Second Act and it goes swell—so far. And I don’t miss you at all. (Well, you know that’s a lie.) How do you actually feel without me? I feel funny. I still am not used to being alone. I try not to think about it when I’m working, but I feel awfully blue when I write this. And I can’t bear to look at Oscar and Oswald, since they won’t talk to me. They’re putting all their answers in cold storage. Cubbyhole, how do you really feel? Try to put it on paper. I can’t. I love you and it’s terrible to have such a hold on me, you can sit there and gloat, if you want to. There’s no one here to “bait” a poor, defenseless kittan (they’re the best kind to bait) and I miss it terribly.

I’ll come Monday, so don’t be too low and too tired until then. Watch your “vitality.” And eat. But plenty! Even Emily misses you. Faith called to find out how I was bearing up under it. I’m ashamed to say that I sleep well and feel fine, except that I could have a “fit” any moment—and you can’t blame me for that.

Love from Oscar and Oswald, but mainly from Fluff.

 

Good night, Tweetest.
 XXXXXXX
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production begins on The Fountainhead movie; writes final
screenplay

The Fountainhead movie released

in October, returns permanently to New York City; begins
full-time work on Arlas Shrugged

finishes Atlas Shrugged in March; novel published Octo-
ber 10

gives private lectures on fiction writing; helps write “Basic
Principles of Objectivism” for newly formed Nathaniel
Branden Lectures

For the New Intellectual published

starts The Objectivist Newsletter

The Virtue of Selfishness published

Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal published; “Introduction
1o Objectivist Epistemology” appears in The Objectivist
(successor to The Objectivist Newsletter)

Nathanie] Branden Institute closes

gives private lecture course on nonfiction writing and
workshop on Objectivist epistemology for philosophy
professionals

The Romantic Manifesto published

The New Left: The Anti-Industrial Revolution published;
The Ayn Rand Letier begins publication upon close of
The Objectivist

delivers “Philosophy: Who Needs It” to the graduating
class of West Point

The Ayn Rand Letter closes

Ford Hall Forum in Boston (for which she had spoken
annually since 1961) holds luncheon in her honor

Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology (1st ed.) pub-
lished; Frank O'Connor dies

gives last public speech (“Sanction of the Victims") in
New Orleans

works on screenplay for projected miniseries of Atlas
Shrugged: dies at home March 6
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works at odd jobs, including waitress

‘marries Frank April 15 in L.A.; gets job in the RKO ward-
robe department; on weekends, plots We the Living

becomes office head at RKO wardrobe

becomes naturalized citizen of US March 13

sells Red Pawn story and screenplay to Universal; writes.
Penthouse Legend

sells Penthouse Legend 1o MGM

begins planning The Fountainhead; writes Ideal; Pent-
house Legend produced in Hollywood (as Woman on
Trial) and sold to Broadway producer; moves to New
York City in November and works as script reader when
Penthouse postponed

sells We the Living to Madmillan; Penthouse Legend opens
on Broadway (as Night of January 161h) for six-month
un

We the Living published in the US, then in England

writes Anthem; works at architect Ely Jacques Kahn’s of-
fice to do research for The Fountainhead

Anthem published in England only; begins writing The
Fountainhead June 26

The Unconquered (stage version of We the Living) pro-
duced by George Abbott on Broadway

after its rejection by twelve publishers, sells The Foun-
tainhead to Bobbs-Merrill

finishes The Fountainhead and delivers it to publisher De-
cember 31

The Fountainhead published May 6; gets first ideas for
Atlas Shrugged; sells The Fountainhead movie rights to
Warner Bros. and retums to Hollywood in December to
write screenplay

signs as screenwriter with Hal Wallis; purchases house de-
signed by Richard Neutra; writes screenplay for Love
Letters

first US edition of Anthem published by Pamphleteers

begins writing Arlas Shrugged September 2

testifies before the House Un-American Activities Com-
mittee regarding Communist influence in the movies;
does research in Colorado for Atlas Shrugged
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