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INTRODUCTION

CHARLTON HESTON, HOLLYWOOD’S MOST PROMINENT CONSERVATIVE, DID not register as a Republican until 1987. In fact, during the 1950s and 1960s, the actor also known as Moses used his celebrity status to promote causes and programs generally associated with the Democrats. For instance, he marched for civil rights in Oklahoma and Washington, DC, and participated in President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society efforts, particularly those programs related to the arts. Despite his association with these endeavors, Heston harbored sufficiently strong conservative inclinations to indicate that his relationship with liberalism was tenuous. Indeed, by the early 1970s, Heston grew disillusioned with the Democrats. He became uncomfortable with the liberal initiatives, like the Great Society, that he had once supported, lamenting the ballooning federal bureaucracy that accompanied them as well as their disappointing results. Furthermore, the leftward drift of the party alarmed him, as the Democrats came under the influence of political and cultural radicalism. The actor particularly rejected the neoisolationism of the Left as well as its insistence that America was a “sick” society.

When Heston switched his party allegiance to the Republicans, he acted independently, but he was not alone. Some of the most prominent individuals to abandon the Democratic ship were a group of intellectuals known as neoconservatives, or neocons. Led by Irving Kristol, the editor of the influential journal Public Interest, the neoconservatives consisted of academics and writers who, like Heston, had become disenchanted with liberalism—and for largely the same reasons. In fact, the neoconservatives expressed critiques and policy prescriptions that matched in spirit Heston’s own lay judgments. They fostered suspicion of an active federal government, encouraged injecting religious values into the polity, and supported a strong stand for America in international affairs. The neoconservatives began to grow skeptical of liberalism when it no longer embodied those principles, and, by the late 1960s, that skepticism had grown to outright hostility. The Democratic nomination of the liberal dove George McGovern for president in 1972 represented the last straw for Kristol and Heston. Kristol believed that McGovern’s nomination “signified that the Democratic Party was not hospitable to any degree of conservatism.”1 Heston more bluntly explained his disapproval, complaining that he was “sick to death of the doom-watchers and the naysayers” he believed McGovern represented.2 Kristol, Heston, and their fellow neoconservatives would, henceforth, vote for Republican presidential candidates, especially applauding the GOP’s newfound optimism and internationalism as well as its emphasis on economic growth and the bourgeois ethic. The post–Cold War world led some neoconservatives to focus on new foreign policy strategies—individuals like Donald Rumsfeld, for example, emphasized the dangers in the Middle East—while others, like Kristol and Heston, gave special attention to the domestic cultural arena, criticizing what they believed to be an increasingly relativistic and nihilistic American society.

Heston shared more than a political disposition with the better-known intellectual neoconservatives; he also shared a similar background. The intellectual neocons generally came from lower-middle-class or working-class families. Heston grew up first in Michigan and then in Illinois, where his stepfather worked in a steel plant. Kristol and many of the intellectual neocons were raised in immigrant households in Eastern cities. Furthermore, the neoconservatives were children of the Great Depression and appreciated the New Deal, even if they did not actually have to go on welfare. Finally, the neoconservatives served in World War II and believed that it was America’s responsibility to stand tall in international affairs. Indeed, they largely supported America’s crusade to fight communism both abroad and at home in the aftermath of World War II.

Despite his similarities to the neoconservative leaders, Heston differed in two significant ways. First, he was not an intellectual. The neoconservative high command was a tiny group that propagated its ideas in journals and in longer works of scholarship. Irving Kristol was reverently known as the godfather of the group. Other prominent editors included Norman Podhoretz of Commentary and Martin Peretz of the New Republic. Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, Gertrude Himmelfarb, and James Q. Wilson constituted the neocon scholarly wing. Their ideas influenced powerful political leaders like Jeanne Kirkpatrick, who would serve as a UN ambassador, and the New York senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan. These two made their mark by combining intellect and action. Although Heston received a degree from Northwestern University and boasted impressive political credentials, he certainly could not claim membership in this elite intellectual circle. Second, unlike most neoconservatives, Heston was not Jewish or Roman Catholic. Despite these differences in erudition and faith, Heston would evolve ideologically in much the same way as the neoconservatives.

Heston’s political leanings paralleled those of Kristol and his associates, but neoconservatism has largely—indeed, exclusively—been understood as an intellectual phenomenon. Neoconservatism has been defined so narrowly for two reasons. The person who gave the neocons their name was himself an intellectual and primarily concerned with only his fellow scholars. Moreover, Heston and the intellectual neocons did not work together in a coordinated movement or share a working relationship. The fact that Heston and the intellectual neocons did not specifically work together but followed a similar political evolution only heightens the importance of their experiences. Despite the differences between them, that they grew similarly frustrated with the Democrats partially explains the success of the Republican Party, as the GOP appealed to widely different groups with its message.

Therefore, such a narrow definition of neoconservatism fails to capture the cultural trends that Heston represented. Neoconservatism should not be limited to a slice of the intelligentsia. It must be rediscovered as both an intellectual movement and a cultural impulse that animated Heston and others like him, everyday men and women who opposed liberalism from an emotional, or visceral, standpoint and who felt that the Democrats no longer championed their middle- and working-class values. Because of his celebrity status, Heston was not considered an “average American”; however, he remained consistently tied to bourgeois beliefs and was increasingly willing to defend those values in a public forum. An award-winning actor and international superstar, Heston should be recognized not only for his career in film but also for his significance in the realm of cultural politics, as the most prominent of the “visceral neoconservatives.”

In fact, it was Heston’s film career that actually fueled and legitimated his political activism. By the late 1950s, Heston was associated worldwide with the conservative morality of the prophet Moses and Judah Ben-Hur. By that time he had appeared in two of the most memorable scenes in film history, dramatically parting the Red Sea in The Ten Commandments (Cecil B. DeMille, 1956), and winning a spectacular chariot race in Ben-Hur (William Wyler, 1959). These films constructed a public image for the actor that embodied responsibility, individualism, and conservative masculinity, values that Heston himself embraced. He continued to accept roles exemplifying these qualities over the course of his film career, appearing in such movies as Planet of the Apes (Franklin J. Schaffner, 1968), The Battle of Midway (Jack Smight, 1976), and Any Given Sunday (Oliver Stone, 1999). In fact, he rejected scripts in which the characters did not personify, at least to some degree, the values with which he had come to be associated. Audiences worldwide could not separate Heston from his screen persona; almost fifty years later, he was still referred to as Moses. His public image lent authority to his political activism.

Heston’s public activities in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s provide the avenue to understanding his neoconservatism. Despite the varied nature of his politics, his conservative inclinations would actually remain fairly constant throughout his political career. Kristol once said that in order to become a neoconservative: “All you had to do was stand in place.”3 Indeed, Heston remained devoted to his core values—moral individualism, equal opportunity, and anticommunism—throughout his public career. It was his political style, rather than his substance, that dramatically changed. Heston’s early political activities were largely bipartisan and his leadership strikingly moderate. The increasingly ideological nature of both national parties, the rise of special interest groups, and his own political experiences led Heston to abandon his centrist approach to become a dogmatic, outspoken conservative activist.

Heston’s political career can be divided into four stages. Initially, Heston repudiated celebrity activism, but he soon changed his mind and moved into the first stage of his public career, that of limited involvement. From 1955 to 1961, his activism was largely confined to national political campaigns. He supported Adlai Stevenson during the 1956 presidential contest and endorsed John F. Kennedy four years later, although he did not actually take to the hustings for either candidate. He also willingly lent his name to political events and causes in Hollywood. This engagement, despite its limitations, was important to Heston because he finally decided that, despite (and because of) his celebrity status, he needed, as he put it, to “stand up and be counted” on civic matters. Furthermore, he publicly identified with the Cold War liberal values of anticommunism and personal freedom.

Between 1961 and 1972, steady involvement in Washington and strong leadership in Hollywood characterized this, the second stage of Heston’s public career. The actor continued to provide limited support to national political campaigns, including those of Lyndon Johnson in 1964, Hubert Humphrey in 1968, and Richard Nixon in 1972. Furthermore, he served in the Johnson and Nixon administrations as an appointee to the National Council on the Arts of the National Endowment for the Arts and as a cultural diplomat for the State Department. In Hollywood, Heston made forays into grassroots activism. He led the Arts Group at the March on Washington in 1963 to encourage the passage of a civil rights bill, teamed with several of Hollywood’s “cowboy” stars in 1968 to bring publicity to LBJ’s gun control measures, and aligned with other celebrities in support of the Vietnam War. Finally, he began a long affiliation with the governing body of the Screen Actors Guild. These national and local ventures allowed Heston to make connections in Washington, lead a variety of public groups, and hone his negotiating skills. Although he associated with the Democratic Party during this period, he was not fiercely partisan. As president of the Guild, and in his activities with other organizations, he customarily sought to compromise with adversaries and to take a moderate course of action.

In 1972, Heston moved into a third stage of public activism, a period that lasted over two decades and was marked by a newly partisan and combative style. Even though his political beliefs remained largely unchanged, he worked almost solely with the Republican Party, and he began to see Democrats as a threat to American stability and superiority. Furthermore, he became more outspoken and was less prone to compromise than he had been in the past. Heston’s close friendship with President Ronald Reagan deepened his partisanship, while his increasing involvement with special interest groups emboldened his newly dogmatic approach. As the Democratic Party adopted affirmative action and softened its anti-Communist agenda, Heston concluded that common ground had disappeared. His activities at the Screen Actors Guild between 1981 and 1992 especially reflected and furthered his newly assertive political personality. While the Guild leadership embraced the trend of “participatory democracy,” Heston and his neoconservative allies believed that such an approach incited mob rule and the politicization of interest groups. Heston openly challenged the liberal leadership of the Guild and organized a caucus to force a change in policy, illustrating the frustration that a number of neoconservatives harbored against liberalism.

In 1995, Heston entered his fourth and final stage of activism: at the age of seventy-one, he became a dynamic political force in his own right. In order to campaign for his favorite conservative candidates, Heston established his own political action committee, ARENA PAC, to finance his travels. He also assumed office in the National Rifle Association (NRA), a time-consuming responsibility that demanded frequent campaign, lobbying, and publicity junkets. Finally, he delivered numerous speeches and authored several books, including The Courage to Be Free, critiquing the cultural changes that had taken place in American society since the 1960s.4 In true neoconservative fashion, he blamed the media and academe for imposing political correctness and multiculturalism on the citizenry and encouraged Americans to return to traditional moral virtues. Because of his celebrity status and high-profile position at the NRA, Heston became a leading and accessible spokesperson for neoconservatism.

Although Heston’s public persona depended on an image of hardened masculinity, his wife, Lydia Heston, recently commented that the public would be surprised to learn how “nice and caring” her husband was. Heston shared much with the public but also fiercely protected his private life, letting few people penetrate his tough exterior. He was an independent loner. He was driven and stubborn and accused of egomania. He was also a tender romantic who married his first sweetheart and enjoyed a close relationship with both his children. He remained devoted to public service and maintained a combination of elegant dignity and toughness. He could be as comfortable reciting Shakespeare at a black-tie affair as hunting deer in the Michigan woods. He remained a gentleman throughout his long life and never dressed without his cuff links. He also maintained a sense of humor. A publicist recalled an amusing story from Heston’s book tour for The Actor’s Life.5 “At a Seattle store,” the publicist remembered, “a young woman told him, ‘I didn’t buy your book, but would you sign this?’ She held out a book of The Fifty Worst Films opened to Heston’s Airport ’75. . . . [Heston] signed it, smiling. Within moments she was back. ‘Would you add “Season’s Greetings”?’ He did.”6 Likewise, Heston twice guest-starred on television’s Saturday Night Live, parodying his many films. Heston even made fun of his politics. In a small cameo in the comedy Town & Country (Peter Chelsom, 2001), he caricatured his prominent role in the NRA by playing a gun nut from Idaho. He took his career and politics seriously but was magnificently disposed to laugh at himself.

Even though Heston was most famous as an international movie star, his larger significance rests in his political evolution. He demonstrated how unchanging political ideas, in the volatile environment of postwar politics, often produced new political loyalties. In his own particular case, Heston helped propel a conservative resurgence, for his shifting allegiances mirrored those of many visceral neoconservatives. The Cold War consensus drew him, like many voters, into the Democratic fold, but he and other visceral neocons rebelled against the party as it veered leftward. As increasing numbers of Americans identified with conservatism in the 1970s, they ushered in the Reagan Revolution of the 1980s. Heston not only reflected American political trends but also shaped them. His celebrity activism, unlike that of many Hollywood liberals, promoted the traditional cultural values that he personified in his movies: responsibility, individualism, and conservative masculinity. By extending these principles into the political arena, he touched Americans in a way that went well beyond the silver screen. The ultimate message in Heston’s political activities was that Americans actually could live the ideals that he embodied in his films. Heston’s politics revived values that had come dangerously close to falling out of style in post-1960s America. This resuscitation was an important achievement because those principles—individual destiny, dignity through excellence, and responsibility to the community—constituted America’s view of itself.


CHAPTER ONE

SUPERSTAR

CHARLTON HESTON WAS BORN ON OCTOBER 4, 1923, TO RUSS AND LILLA Carter. His first home was a small, white-framed structure on Michigan’s Russel Lake. This, according to the actor, was “a fine place to be a boy in.”1 His simple surroundings did not lack comfort, for his family home enjoyed running water, central heating, and electricity. One of eleven pupils, three of whom were his cousins, he was educated in a one-room schoolhouse in the nearby town of St. Helen. Frequently on his own, the young Heston spent much of his time hiking the Michigan woods, hunting and fishing and using his imagination to develop solitary games. White-tailed deer, partridge, duck, rabbit, and other wild game roamed the surrounding forest, which was also blessed with ample streams for fishing. This vast expanse of nature gave Heston plenty of room to act out his creative imaginings. He often fancied himself as Kit Carson, rifle in hand, tramping throughout the woods to hunt for elk to feed starving settlers stranded in a blizzard in Donner Pass. Twenty-two miles separated Heston from the nearest movie theater, so to attend a show was a rare and “incredible event.”2

Lilla Carter bore two more children, but Heston remained a loner because of the age difference that separated him from his siblings. His sister, Lilla, was born when Heston was six years old and his brother, Alan, when he was ten. His parents’ divorce disrupted young Charlton’s tranquil life, and he had to leave his beloved Michigan woods when Lilla briefly moved her children to Georgia to live with her sister. Eventually, she returned to Michigan and married a man by the name of Chester, or “Chet,” Heston. Although Chet did not adopt Lilla’s children, he cared for them as his own; Heston would see his natural father only one more time in the next ten years. This distance made it easy for Heston to take his stepfather’s name. He later explained that, at the time, he was embarrassed and guilt ridden over his parent’s divorce and, thus, “couldn’t bear having a different name from my stepfather.” Indeed, Heston’s own daughter claims that the divorce “scarred him terribly,” and the actor went so far as to say that his parents’ divorce was more traumatic than his later service in World War II because he did not understand why it happened and blamed himself. Chet did his best to help Heston and his new family cope. Looking for financial opportunities in the midst of the Great Depression, he moved the family to Wilmette, Illinois, a suburb north of Chicago, where he found a job at the Bell and Gossett steel plant. Chet Heston’s resourcefulness allowed the new family to survive the economic difficulties of the day without having to go on welfare. This is an achievement that his stepson found particularly striking. Heston later wrote about his stepfather: “I admire Chet Heston more for his desperate odyssey that summer than for anything else I know about him; he never quit.”3

Heston attended New Trier High School in Wilmette, reputedly one of the best public schools in America. He was, however, unhappy in his new surroundings. Six feet, two inches tall by the age of sixteen, Heston described himself as having been a “skinny hick from the woods” when he first arrived in the affluent suburb of Chicago. His awkward physique, solitary upbringing, and extreme shyness did not lend to making new friends easily. Not knowing the basics of city living or socializing did not help matters. The single task of crossing the street in city traffic intimidated him. He also did not know how to drive a car or ride a bike, and he had no team sports background or dating experience. “On top of all this,” he wrote, “I was a nerd before the word had even been invented—shy, skinny, short, pimply, and ill-dressed.” A rapid growth spurt at age fifteen intensified his awkward image; his clothes barely accommodated his growing frame. By this time, Heston already possessed an independent streak by nature, and his new school accentuated this inclination. He attested: “Kids are the most conventional people in the world. It is more important than anything else for them to conform, and I was a kind of oddball. I was driven into being independent. I was very, very unhappy.”4

Alienated from the social scene, Heston slowly acclimated to his new life through New Trier’s extracurricular activities, including the football, tennis, rifle, and drama teams. During his junior and senior years, he focused more intently on drama and dropped his other clubs. Heston had discovered his love for acting and for the master playwright William Shakespeare. “What acting offered me was the chance to be many other people. In those days, I wasn’t satisfied being me,” he confessed. “You see, I always thought of myself as inadequate. Kids of divorced parents always feel that way—that, on some subconscious level, they’re responsible. It comes from self-loathing. I suppose a lot of that has to do with my Scottish, Calvinistic background, instilled in me by my grandparents, that somehow you’re responsible for what happens to you.” Acting eventually proved to be his lifeblood, not just a way to cope with his guilt and shame. Trying to gain as much experience as possible, Heston also acted with local amateurs in the Winnetka Community Theater and made plans to attend Northwestern University. The school boasted one of the best theater departments in the country, but he could not afford the tuition. When he graduated from high school in 1941, the community theater offered to pay the $300 tuition, which assisted the aspiring actor greatly, although he still had to take various jobs, including a stint as an elevator operator, to support himself and to repay his benefactors.5

Heston’s success did not inspire him to shed his shy demeanor. His confidence had grown onstage but not with people, and his solitary inclination still prevailed to the point that he did not even attend the senior dance held at his high school after graduation. “I can’t imagine why I hadn’t sorted out a solution to the Senior Ball. Like going to it for God’s sake,” he wrote in his autobiography. He made a brief appearance and then snuck out the side door to the shores of Lake Michigan. Not wanting to admit to his parents that he had skipped the dance, he filled the next three hours “wandering slowly south to Wilmette, feeling disgustingly sorry for myself.”6 As he matured physically and his confidence grew at college, Heston had no more of these types of painful experiences, but his loner instinct as well as a certain degree of shyness would remain permanent features of his adult personality.

Heston’s experience at Northwestern established the framework for his future. His demanding acting teacher, Alvina Krause, did not coddle her students. As Heston remembered, Krause “wasn’t interested in teaching self-esteem,” and it was through her that Heston acquired the thick skin needed for the acting business. Another Northwestern student, David Bradley, persuaded Heston to star in his independent film Peer Gynt (1941). Although the film never surfaced beyond the borders of the local art scene, it gave Heston a taste of being in front of the camera. Most important, it was at college that Heston met the love of his life, Lydia Clarke. Immediately taken with the young law student, Heston secretly touched her chestnut hair when he sat behind her in theater practice class. Clarke’s feelings were not, to say the least, mutual. She confided to one journalist that, when she first met Heston, “I thought he was arrogant and conceited, and supremely self-confident.” Not until the two performed together in Harley Granville Barker’s one-act play The Madras House (1910) did Heston convince the object of his crush to join him for coffee. “We had a very stimulating conversation and that was it,” Clarke remembered. “I was insanely in love with him.” Heston wooed Clarke with Shakespearean sonnets and also convinced her to drop law and study acting full-time. However, she did not fall completely under his spell. Having decided long before that she preferred a career to matrimony, she refused Heston’s marriage proposals for a full two years.7

The entrance of the United States into World War II interrupted Heston’s plans to finish school and Lydia’s intention to remain single. Heston got his first taste of government service when he enlisted in the army air corps in 1943. During basic training and several months at various stateside air bases, Heston repeatedly begged Clarke to marry him, but she continued to refuse, insisting on at least finishing her studies first. Undaunted, Heston doggedly persisted. Finally, in a surprise telegram, Clarke relented, stating: “Have decided to accept your proposal. Love, Lydia.”8 Clarke joined Heston in Greensboro, North Carolina, in March 1944 for a private wedding ceremony, but the new Mrs. Heston returned to Chicago shortly thereafter for school. The newlyweds reunited briefly in Detroit when Heston was stationed in the city. At this time, Heston also reunited with his father, Russ Carter, after fortuitously seeing his name in the Detroit phone book. At his bride’s urging, Heston called his father, to learn that Carter had remarried and started a new family. (Heston has remained in contact with his father’s new family ever since.) Shortly thereafter, the air corps shipped Heston to Alaska, where he served as a sergeant in the Eleventh Air Force. Heston, along with the vast majority of Americans, was relieved when President Harry S. Truman deployed the newly developed atomic bomb on Japan, thus obviating the need for a land invasion of the home islands and preventing the thousands of U.S. casualties that would, undoubtedly, have resulted.

At war’s end, the newlyweds had big dreams of success. Amid postwar inflation, they moved from Chicago to New York City in order to expand their acting opportunities. They found an apartment in Hell’s Kitchen on Manhattan’s East Side, and, between the two of them, they managed to eke out a living, with Lydia initially being their sole means of support. Acting jobs were difficult to find. Both took modeling jobs. Heston drove an ambulance at one point and even posed for a series of art classes, wearing only a gray velour jockstrap that Lydia had sewn for him. Fortune called in 1947 when the Asheville Community Theater offered the couple a six-month position as the theater’s codirectors. They enjoyed the tranquil setting and were proud of their productions. The theater, pleased with the Hestons’ management, offered them a permanent arrangement at a higher salary. Although this offer was tempting, the couple decided to give Broadway one more go. The community theater did not satisfy Heston’s needs as an actor. He loved theater, but the amateur players did not take their parts as seriously as he or his wife did. To the locals, the plays were a welcome distraction from their workaday lives. Heston needed a different environment. He explained: “I wanted the arena . . . sweat, sand, and blood, where it really counts. To take the test, and give your best . . . and then somehow be better.” In August 1947, he and Lydia moved back to New York City, and Heston bet his wife a new hat that he would find work within two months. Lydia won her prize faster than they expected. The very day they returned, Heston earned a position in the highly respected McClintic-Cornell Company on Broadway, and, soon thereafter, Lydia received several lucrative offers as well.9

Heston and Lydia both obtained substantial roles, in Antony and Cleopatra and Sidney Kingsley’s Detective Story, respectively. Heston, however, owed his big break to the advent of live television. In 1947, only 2 percent of American households boasted a television set, with most televisions concentrated in New York City. This new and relatively primitive technology required shows to be broadcast live, and television producers had not yet developed substantial programming that would attract a regular audience. Stations unexpectedly found that audience with the 1947 World Series, featuring the New York Yankees and the Brooklyn Dodgers. This historic matchup propelled the status of television to that of the nation’s fastest-growing entertainment medium. By 1956, 70 percent of American households owned a television set, and the two major networks, the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) and the National Broadcasting Company (NBC), competed to establish hit shows and maintain a loyal audience. Although the networks attracted millions of viewers, they could not draw big-name talent to star in their programs. As Heston remembered: “Most Hollywood actors considered television sort of tacky. Serious actors didn’t do that kind of thing; nor directors, God knows.”10 NBC concentrated on variety shows starring Milton Berle and Ed Sullivan, while CBS pursued a more prestigious angle by converting its radio drama Studio One to the small screen. Live television proved fortuitous for a number of young actors, including Anne Bancroft, Jack Lemmon, Yul Brynner, and Walter Matthau, all of whom, under the direction of Worthington Miner, performed live Shakespearean drama. Because of his experience at McClintic-Cornell, Studio One considered Heston worthy, and Miner hired him as Cinna in Julius Caesar, which aired for the first time in the spring of 1949. Thereafter, Heston starred in a number of Studio One productions, including The Taming of the Shrew and Macbeth. It was in Macbeth, during which an Irish wolfhound played Macbeth’s alter ego, that the legendary “starmaker” Hal Wallis first got a glimpse of Heston.

Hal Wallis had arrived in Hollywood in 1920 and quickly established himself as one of the film community’s power brokers, maintaining a considerable degree of independence as a producer for Warner Brothers Studios, where he made between forty and sixty features a year. Contemptuous of the “perfumed melodramas” typical of other studios, Wallis made movies that were witty, modern, and tough, including Dark Victory (Edmund Goulding, 1939), The Maltese Falcon (John Huston, 1941), and Casablanca (Michael Curtiz, 1942). Despite these successes, Wallis chafed under the studio system, which maintained direct control over its employees. By the 1950s, he had moved to Paramount Pictures with a contract that allowed him more independence. His new studio gave Wallis and his partner, Joseph Hazen, profit participation, a producer’s fee, and, most important, complete autonomy in film production. Freed from the old studio system, Wallis experimented with more modern approaches when signing talent. For example, he signed Kirk Douglas to a contract that required the actor to do one picture per year for five years but that also allowed him to accept other roles from other producers. “Those were the days when everyone was dying to be under contract because it was safe, it was guaranteed income,” explained Douglas. “But to me it was like slavery.” Indeed, each studio was its own entity, controlling production, distribution, and exhibition as well as its “players.” While Heston conceded that studios did ensure that actors were well-fed and secure in their contracts, like Douglas he disliked the way the talent was loaned back and forth “like property” and the lack of freedom actors had in choosing their own roles.11

By the time Wallis discovered Heston, the producer had all but abandoned the standard contract of the traditional studio system. He signed actors to an agreement for a certain number of pictures, as customary, but, when actors were not working for him, Wallis was, as with Douglas, willing to allow them to undertake other projects, something the old studios forbade. Wallis’s flexible contract was probably the only kind that the independent Heston would have accepted. Fortunately, Heston was just the type of actor for which Wallis had been scouting. Having already discovered Burt Lancaster and Douglas with his new agency, Wallis was on the prowl for more actors with their type of rough masculinity. As Wallis wrote in his memoirs: “Like Kirk and Burt, Chuck was exactly the type of heman I was looking for. He was tall, rangy, bony. . . .” Furthermore, he could act. After viewing Heston on Studio One, Wallis called him in for an interview and hired him “on the spot.” Genuinely impressed with Heston and aware that Warner had already offered him a contract, Wallis did not waste any time. Warner, indeed, had pursued Heston, but he was not interested in their antiquated way of doing business. He felt apprehensive about giving up his “modest reputation” on the stage and on television for the movies, especially since Hollywood producers had yet to allow their actors to appear on television. Now someone would. Knowing that the old studio system was dying a slow death, Wallis, Heston later recalled, “gave me what no one else had gotten up to that point: an independent contract with the right to do plays and television. It horrified the industry.” Wallis signed Heston for five films and, having resolved the contract, also helped him tackle his next problem—his outdated attire. “Chuck arrived [for the interview] wearing a zoot suit. We took him out and bought him a wardrobe,” he chuckled.12

Although he would, ultimately, find Hollywood distasteful, Heston had transformed from a “backward hick” into a sophisticated Shakespearean, suitably garbed for the glamorous Los Angeles scene. Already put off by the schmoozing bar scenes, on one of his first nights out in Hollywood he found that a passerby had tossed a lit cigarette into the backseat of his open convertible while he was inside a nightclub. This sort of experience left Heston feeling torn about establishing a residence in Los Angeles. Since Lydia was still acting on Broadway, the Hestons lived the first ten years of their marriage bicoastally, with apartments in New York and Los Angeles. Although they “hated” the long-distance separation and the constant traveling, Lydia recalled: “We never thought to change it; it was our life.” Heston continued to accept roles in New York. Indeed, the Hestons were quite the successful acting duo. In 1950, Theater World Magazine named them the “most promising theater personalities of the year.” This was the first time the magazine had chosen a married couple in the same year. Heston also continued to perform live television but had increasingly less time to do so because of his film roles.13

THE SO-CALLED STAR SYSTEM, ESTABLISHED in the mid-1920s, was firmly in place by the time Heston arrived in Hollywood. Even as the studio system crumbled, Hollywood increasingly developed the “star circuit.” The film analyst Steven Cohan considers stars to be those actors whose persona enters not only the films in which they play the lead but also different forms of public circulation, all this feeding into future performances. Items for public consumption included the pages of the gossip columns, such as Hedda Hopper’s, and film magazines, such as Photoplay. Films of this era made the spectacularity of the actors the central dimension of their stardom, and Hollywood conscientiously sold the imagery of its stars both on the screen and as part of the film product.14 This development, or “investment,” resulted in photo spreads and publicity tours as well as more mundane television appearances, such as guest spots on game shows, essential aspects of Hollywood stardom.

The star system gave rise to what historians have termed the culture of celebrity, as Americans increasingly devoured celebrity gossip. The historian Charles L. Ponce de Leon argues that the culture of celebrity is closely related to the spread of the market economy and the rise of democratic and individualistic values associated with modernity. These developments steadily eroded the sense of authority previously associated with well-known figures. Americans increasingly wanted to learn about celebrities beyond their screen images, and the news media accommodated them by exposing, as much as possible, the “real selves” of actors.15 Heston would not be immune to these pressures.

In 1950, Heston starred in William Dieterle’s Dark City, a successful film that introduced him to the standard fourteen-city, twenty-three-day publicity tour. Publicity junkets never appealed to Heston, but he realized immediately that, even if he did not enjoy them, interviewing was “crucial to a film actor,” as were other public appearances. Heston went on to star in a string of films throughout the early 1950s, some more successful than others, and acclimated himself to the publicity machine. “If you make your living as a star (I hate that word too), you have a responsibility to your public identity,” he explained. He appeared on Hollywood Guess Stars and What’s My Line in the mid-1950s, consented to numerous interviews with Hedda Hopper, and appeared in scores of photo spreads. He also started his own newsletter, in which he kept his fans up-to-date on his latest films and indulged them with personal anecdotes. However, Heston made it a point to pacify his fans without revealing too much of his private side. Furthermore, he refused to sacrifice certain aspects of his life, seen, for example, in his struggle with Paramount when the company told him that he needed to change his “elegant”-sounding name to something more common, like “Douglas” or “Kent.” Heston countered that those names sounded as if they were out of a novel and refused, sneering that such a move “seems to me a Hollywood thing to do.” Besides, he argued, even if moviegoers found his name more challenging to remember, few confused it with anyone else’s. He would not, however, build a substantial public identity or become a strong force in the star system until 1956, when he portrayed Moses in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments.16

Heston first worked for DeMille after he caught the director’s eye while driving off the lot at Paramount one afternoon. Although DeMille and Heston had already met briefly in the studio’s commissary, nothing had come of it. Heston then was preparing to return to New York, feeling “kick[ed] in the balls” after losing the lead part in the film version of Detective Story (William Wyler, 1951) to Kirk Douglas. As luck would have it, Heston made eye contact with the director and impulsively waved as he zoomed through the gates. As the story goes, when DeMille asked his secretary about Heston, she reminded him that he had seen Dark City but not liked it. Nevertheless, something about the actor struck the famous director. “Actually, I liked the way he waved just now,” he told her. “We better get him in.” DeMille immediately cast Heston in The Greatest Show on Earth (1952), a celebration of circus life costarring Jimmy Stewart, Cornel Wilde, and Betty Hutton. Heston played Brad Braden, the circus manager and the leading role. The picture made a record-setting $12 million that year and won an Oscar for best picture. The demanding DeMille was pleased with Heston’s performance as “an effective, hard-driving boss of the circus.” In fact, it was that role that brought Heston “the best compliment I’ve ever received on my work from a lady who wrote a letter to Mr. de Mille. She thought the picture had captured the feeling of the circus wonderfully, and that Hutton and Wilde, and particularly Jimmy Stewart, had been fine in their roles. ‘I was also amazed at how well the circus manager fitted in with the real actors,’ she said.” Four years later, when DeMille tapped Heston for The Ten Commandments, it was just the quality role Heston needed after a string of disappointments, including Arrowhead (Charles Marquis Warren, 1953), The Secret of the Incas (Jerry Hopper, 1954), and The Far Horizons (Rudolph Maté, 1955). Heston admitted (referring to The Naked Jungle [Byron Haskin, 1954] and Ruby Gentry [King Vidor, 1952]): “In that whole period, until The Ten Commandments, I think I made two or three good films.” Not very discriminating in his choice of scripts, Heston starred in only one other during those years, Lucy Gallant (Robert Parrish, 1955), that, he later conceded, you could watch “without bursting into laughter.”17

DeMille had been a major player in Hollywood since first arriving in 1914 and had, by his fourth decade in the industry, firmly established a reputation as a creative, if not extravagant, director. He had directed numerous movies, many of which were silent, featuring handsome men, beautiful women, and as much sex as he could force past the censors. Heston said that DeMille “made seventy films in his life. As he is fond of saying, only one of them was a failure; a pic called Four Frightened People [1934].” The immense success of his films did not change the fact that DeMille chafed under the financial restrictions set by Paramount executives. Their consistently tight budgets forced him to reduce the quality of his productions. Although he struggled his entire life to achieve financial independence, he was never able to launch a successful independent company.18 Ironically, the waning studio system and the advent of television provided him the opportunity to direct a film in the grand style to which he was so inclined.

The major motion picture studios announced in 1952 that, in order to compete with television, they would abandon their B-movie productions and concentrate on top-quality, big-budget films. This new strategy transformed the movie industry and allowed actors like Heston to achieve international stardom. Thereafter, the studios spent more money on each individual production while releasing fewer movies per year. Furthermore, the invention of the wide-screen “CinemaScope,” first used by 20th Century Fox, allowed for a new kind of moviemaking with grander sets and more activity per frame. Paramount copied the concept of the wide-screen camera with its own “VistaVision,” a camera process that allowed for a vertical perspective of the human body, as opposed to that of the horizontal allowed by CinemaScope. This major technological advance helped justify the big-budget approach. For its first production in this style, Paramount asked DeMille to remake his 1923 epic The Ten Commandments.

The decision to retell the biblical story of Moses made good financial sense. Audiences had reacted enthusiastically to DeMille’s silent version and were sure to do so again with the impressive technological feats allowed by VistaVision. Furthermore, the story of the prophet Moses was enthralling and readily appealed to Christians and Jews alike, a large portion of the American public. After moving from Mesopotamia to Canaan, a group of shepherds and merchants known as the Israelites believed that they had found their home in Egypt. After six hundred years of peace, an Egyptian king enslaved the Jews, primarily because of their adherence to monotheism. An abandoned baby, known as Moses, was adopted into the royal family and, as a grown man, realized that he was of Jewish descent. With divine inspiration, Moses led his people out of Egypt and into the desert for ten years. There, God gave Moses a code of laws that came to be known as the Ten Commandments. The deity next helped the Israelites escape the Egyptian army by giving Moses the power to part the Red Sea. At last, the Israelites would return to Canaan and prosper.

When the Paramount executives asked DeMille to direct The Ten Commandments, they promised him an unlimited budget and allowed him to shoot the film largely on location in Egypt. Such an offer was what DeMille had dreamed of his entire career. He immediately went to work assembling his cast, selecting Heston as much for his looks and reputation as for his acting ability: “As I looked at these various paintings [assembled by his assistant] one face kept suggesting itself to me. That face was Heston’s.” DeMille then had a sketch drawn of Heston with a white beard and compared it to Michelangelo’s statue of Moses—the Moses in the public mind. Heston’s brief stint on New Trier’s football team provided the final impetus for landing the role—his nose. Broken during an ill-fated game, Heston’s perfectly imperfect nose added the biblical touch to matching his profile with Moses’. DeMille commented: “He looks like the Michelangelo statue . . . and [he] had the mental and spiritual qualities to play Moses—he has great honesty, respect for truth, spiritual integrity, and personal courage.”19 DeMille went on to recruit an all-star ensemble: Yul Brynner as the pharaoh Ramses; Anne Baxter as Queen Nefretiri; Edward G. Robinson as Dathan; and Vincent Price as Baka.

The attention accorded and the enormous success of The Ten Commandments can also be attributed to its scale of production and the unprecedented amount of publicity it received. Not only did DeMille use well-known stars, but he also hired an enormous cast in order to fill his large sets, on which he spared little cost. Time magazine estimated that the sixty-acre re-creation of the “treasure city” of Per Ramses probably constituted the biggest piece of construction work undertaken in Egypt since the building of the Suez Canal. Scenes such as Moses’ parting of the Red Sea and the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt shocked and pleased moviegoers with their enormity. In order to obtain a lot big enough to re-create the parting of the Red Sea, DeMille demolished the buildings between Paramount and RKO Studios, joined the territory, and built a two-hundred-thousand-cubic-foot swimming pool at the expense of $1 million. Special hydraulic equipment allowed the “sea” to part in two minutes flat. With equal aplomb, DeMille hired at least twelve thousand extras and rented fifteen thousand animals, including geese, sheep, camels, and donkeys, for the Exodus scene. Tallied at $13.3 million, The Ten Commandments was the most expensive film yet made. The grand epic took two years to prepare and shoot, during which time it received a montage of publicity before the film was even released, including multiple-page spreads in Look and Life magazines. This publicity further increased when DeMille suffered a near heart attack on the set, then kept working after only a few short hours of rest.20

Further aiding the success of this biblical epic was the so-called religion boom of the 1950s. As the Cold War heightened, many Americans turned to religion even more fervently than they had previously and equated democracy with Christianity. Congress placed “In God We Trust” on American coins, unprecedented numbers of Americans joined religious groups, and the Reverend Billy Graham launched a popular evangelical Christian revivalist movement that quickly swept the nation.21 The Ten Commandments thrived in this religious environment and offered Americans a historical context from which to view the Cold War. At the beginning of the film, DeMille himself appeared onscreen and drew the parallel between the struggle for religious freedom in ancient times and the struggle for political freedom in the modern era. Few left the theater without understanding DeMille’s obvious reference to the tyranny of communism in the Soviet Union versus the freedom of democracy in the United States. Indeed, The Ten Commandments premiered worldwide only a few weeks after the Soviets put down the Hungarian Revolution.

The Ten Commandments struck a resonant chord with the American public and, eventually, audiences around the world. The epic opened in the United States on November 8, 1956, and viewers flocked to the theaters to see it. By the end of its initial release, sales had totaled $83.6 million, and the blockbuster hurtled Heston to international stardom. By August 1959, after almost three full years of continual release, the movie had been seen by an estimated 98.5 million people. Steven Cohan writes: “The film’s enormous popularity was unmatched even by the other big successful films of the period, . . . to the point where its continuous exhibition during the second half of the decade gave it the aura of a major cultural event in its own right, experienced by the entire nation and transcending the circumstances of ordinary moviegoing.” Heston recognized the importance of the film almost immediately. In 1957 he wrote: “The film itself, and my role as Moses, will always remain one of the creative peaks of my career. I hope to play many fine parts in my life . . . but surely films can never offer me another part like Moses, not only in terms of its creative challenge to an actor . . . but also in the opportunity the part offered to attempt the portrayal of a man whose life had spiritual meaning to people of more varied faith than any other who ever lived.” The excitement surrounding the movie was so huge that critics tended to view the epic with disdain, a judgment that has grown in acceptance as the 1950s has been characterized as a decade of Cold War hysteria and conformity. Although Heston admitted that DeMille was “terribly unfashionable and dismissed pejoratively as a corn merchant,” he went on to argue: “I think he was much more than that.”22 Indeed, DeMille tapped into the religious fervor of a nation characterized by its wide variety of denominations and faiths.

The Ten Commandments allowed Heston to establish a public persona that emphasized an independence strongly influenced by morality and masculinity. Moses immediately illustrates his individualism and moral character during his ongoing struggle with his antagonist, Ramses. The two men are vying for the throne of Egypt and competitively attempting to build the city of Per Ramses in honor of the pharaoh. Moses demonstrates his moral brand of individualism when he halts construction to save a slave woman from being crushed to death. Ramses, on the other hand, treats his slaves with cruelty, an inhumanity not uncommon in ancient Egyptian society. When Moses returns as the hero in the triumphant building of Per Ramses, he successfully transcends his adopted culture and influences to become a self-made man of God’s will. This individualism is expressed again when Moses leads the Israelites out of Egypt. He possesses an air of confidence, yet at the same time the constant insecurity of his followers causes him to doubt himself. Finally, Moses exerts his authority at Mount Sinai. DeMille’s production notes reveal that he wanted an actor who could portray a leader who possessed “a mind in advance of its surroundings, in advance of its age,” with no inclination for personal gain. Heston effectively conveyed Moses’ internal struggles between royalty and heritage and, then, between the Israelites and God. His ability to chart his own righteous path built his public image as an independent and moral individual, going beyond the role of Moses and to the very character of Charlton Heston himself.23

The masculinity exuded by Moses became another permanent feature of Heston’s newly prominent public persona. On the most basic level, masculinity is characterized as male-specific traits, especially virility, independence, competition, and aggression. Issues associated with these traits include skill, status, and hierarchy. Masculine characteristics stem from biological sources, but social forces also shape them.24 Because of the varying degrees to which social forces can shape masculinity, a variety of masculine egos can emerge at any one time that differ from one another. Because of The Ten Commandments, Heston became associated with the conservative and rugged masculinity of ancient times, a type of virility different than the one dominating America in the 1950s.

In fact, a number of cultural historians argue that American men experienced a “postwar masculinity crisis” that compromised the male image in the immediate aftermath of World War II. Rapid demobilization led many to worry openly about the breadwinning potential of returning veterans. Alfred Kinsey’s famous study of male sexuality, published in 1948 and popularly known as the “Kinsey Report,” stunned the nation when it revealed that more men experienced homosexual encounters than most Americans would have guessed. Finally, the large corporation appeared, because of its emphasis on consumption and, less overtly, conformity, to be in the process of relocating masculinity, moving it into what had previously been a “feminine” sphere. Men in general dealt differently with the masculinity crisis, and, during the 1950s, films portrayed this struggle for acceptable standards of masculinity in particular ways.25

The actor Cary Grant personified the most common expression of masculinity on film in the 1950s, his characters consistently overcoming the potential crisis of manhood. Grant often played an executive in the corporate world, someone who wore a suit to work and reveled in the consumer joys of financial success but who was no corporate stooge. Grant’s characters were attractive, successful, charming, and tough enough to prevail in almost every situation. For example, in North by Northwest (Alfred Hitchcock, 1959), Grant’s Roger Thornhill teeters on the edge of emasculation with his reticence for “expedient exaggeration” in the advertising business, his inability to commit to one woman, and his unwillingness to stand up to his domineering mother. The crisis of his manhood is resolved when he saves the Eva Marie Saint character’s life, uncovers an international spy ring, and returns to his corporate job, only now with a new attitude. Cary Grant, the most popular movie star of the decade, restored the masculinity of the professional middle-class male and represented the culture’s hegemonic masculinity. One historian labels this type of corporate character the gray flannel suit in honor of the novel The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, written by Sloan Wilson in 1955. A number of other actors performed in similar roles, including Gregory Peck, who starred in Nunnally Johnson’s 1956 movie version of the novel, and Jack Lemmon, who starred in Three for the Show (H. C. Potter, 1955).26

While Grant may have been a cultural fixture of the period, other actors offered alternative masculinities, images that relied extensively on muscles. Grant’s characters used money and style to woo women, but those portrayed by other male stars focused on a muscular stature, a tough attitude, or an outsider status. Various actors offered such a renewed virility. These included Humphrey Bogart with his tough-guy persona, William Holden with his barrel chest, Marlon Brando and James Dean with their youthful rebellion, and Charlton Heston with his conservative, patriarchal authority of ancient times. Cultural trends beyond the movie screen indicated dissatisfaction with the gray flannel norm as well. The sociologist David Reisman critiqued this image when he argued that corporations drove men to embrace an “other-directed personality,” one in which they behaved duplicitously, in manners directed by a “social radar” rather than by internal convictions, to succeed in the business world.27 Another alternative to the gray flannel norm appeared when, in 1953, Hugh Hefner launched Playboy, which offered a sexualized, bachelor-driven image, but one that still emphasized consumption. And, in 1957, Jack Kerouac published On the Road, which detailed the Beats’ dissatisfaction with the gray flannel lifestyle and the related focus on suburban values and consumption prevalent in the decade.

The Ten Commandments offered a conservative departure from the gray flannel version of masculinity. Heston’s Moses represented a patriarchal, traditional version of masculine values that clearly was not enamored of corporate America and its many trappings—the other-directed personality, the playboy, or the consumer. Heston’s six foot two, 210-pound frame counteracted the prototype personified by Cary Grant. DeMille used his star’s muscular physique to the film’s advantage and employed VistaVision to emphasize Heston’s great height. This was, according to the film historian Steven Cohan, an important machination: “It was ultimately [Heston’s] height more than anything else which forged his close identification with the epic genre that made him a star.” The star’s muscularity is especially apparent in the first half of the film when, as young Moses, Heston is costumed so as to reveal his striking physique, a technique so transparent that Time magazine sneeringly dubbed the movie a “Sexodus.” Furthermore, Heston sports “an authentic hair style of an Egyptian prince of that era” and has hair on both his head and his body. Heston’s hairy chest as young Moses and his robed body and bushy beard as the older prophet differentiated him from Cary Grant and other modern male figures, who sported three-piece suits and clean-shaven faces.28

Heston’s carriage and demeanor added to the physical strength and conservative aura of his character. The air of seriousness that enshrouded the actor conveyed a dignity and a set of ideals that did not even have to be put into words to be understood by an audience. When Heston spoke, his rich baritone voice further established his authority. He spoke in slow, carefully measured words, drawing out each syllable, or even breaking one syllable into two by lowering the second half of the word even further. His voice was so authoritative that DeMille recorded it and slowed it down to represent the voice of God when he spoke to Moses beside the burning bush. The determined set of Heston’s jaw, the blazing emotion radiating from his eyes, and his powerful voice combined to form a physical package of strength, authority, and morality—quite different from the polished and charming demeanor of Grant.

Not a “Twentieth Century Man,” Heston often compared his look to that of fellow actors. “I don’t look like a modern man,” he told one journalist. “My appearance qualifies me for historic characterizations, going back to the year one.” Indeed, Heston’s bony face, craggy features, and uncompromising persona harked back to another century. “All the good modern parts go to Jack Lemmon or Cary Grant,” he once said. “When you see Jack Lemmon at the beginning of a picture, walking down the halls of a big office building, you immediately believe in him as the junior executive of a corporation and when people see me on horseback in chain mail, they seem to believe that I belong there.” Not that Heston was complaining. He recognized his unique position as well as the connection between a star’s public image and his private one, commenting knowingly: “Not every star can [play a historical role] convincingly. I do not mean that as a judgment of anyone’s acting ability. But can you picture Cary Grant in a toga or Elvis Presley in a suit of armor? It would be a complete contradiction of the public images they have worked so hard to establish.” Besides, Heston relished researching and playing historical roles, particularly when the characters were complicated and imposing figures. “I enjoy wearing costumes,” he confessed, and he identified with what they represented: “I like portraying heroes of antiquity whose values were grander and more spectacular than those of today.”29

In addition to his physical appearance, his acting style intensified his masculine image and contributed to the public’s association of Heston with independence and self-determination. The film critic Bruce Crowther argued that Heston’s particular strength as an actor lay in his ability to outwardly present inner emotional struggle and that he is far superior in largely solitary roles. Other critics and Hollywood insiders echoed this analysis. Pete Hamill concluded: “Heston is indisputably better when he is larger than life, leaving love affairs and social engagements to mere mortals.”30 However, some critics characterized Heston’s acting as wooden and hollow since he could not consistently portray meaningful interpersonal relationships onscreen. Some argued he could play only imposing, larger-than-life figures. While Heston received critical acclaim for films like Will Penny (Tom Gries, 1968), in which he played an aging cowboy who discovers love, the public tended to prefer Heston in larger-than-life roles.

Heston was so credible as Moses that DeMille insisted that a spiritual quality actually enveloped the set of The Ten Commandments. Perhaps this happened because Heston and DeMille agreed that the actor needed to establish a persona of authority among the rest of the cast and not mingle with them between takes. Heston remembered that DeMille “cautioned me that while I wore the robes of Moses I must think of myself in that context. That I must never sit down on the set, never read a newspaper or drink a cup of coffee or talk on the telephone and indeed at all times I must try to stay within the context of the part.” As DeMille remembered: “He would go off by himself for a half-hour, in costume, and walk up and down in solitary thought.” Such a strategy had its desired effect. When Heston returned to the set “and walked through the crowd of Arab extra players, their eyes followed him and they murmured reverently, ‘Moussa! Moussa!’: to them, Moslems almost all, he was the Prophet Moses.” A reverence for the divine appears, in DeMille’s opinion, onscreen as well, especially in one of the film’s most important scenes. After his encounter with God at the burning bush, Heston descended the mountain, barefoot, and, as DeMille described it: “His face lifted and filled with the glory and the rapt awe of a man who had seen God.” Heston maintained that he did not hear God on the mountain, but he says: “I do believe I found Moses there.” Apparently, so did the rest of the crew.31

Heston’s intensity came across the screen to audiences and established a moral public image with moviegoers. During the film’s original run, the public surged to the theaters, and even forty-five years later the public mind still equated Heston with Moses. To this day, the movie is shown on television every Easter season. In April 2000, ABC showed its twentieth telecast of The Ten Commandments, and the biblical epic “proved to be a far bigger attraction” than its closest competitor. Much of this is because of Heston. The film critic Derek Elley argues that the 1923 version of The Ten Commandments is equal to the 1956 version technically but that the later film prevails because of the spiritual quality provided by Brynner and Heston. Even in Brynner’s fine company, Elley maintains: “It is Heston’s film—a remarkable transformation . . . into heroic terms.”32 Scores of critics agreed with Elley’s estimation of Heston as hero at the film’s release:

Moses, as played by Charlton Heston, is a handsome and haughty young prince who warrants considerable attention as a heroic man of the ancient world.

Charlton Heston gives Moses great physical nobility and spiritual strength.

With his majesty and nobility of face and bearing he might be a statue by Michelangelo come to life.

Charlton Heston as Moses is splendid, handsome, and princely (and human) in the scenes dealing with him as a young man, and majestic and terrible as his role demands it. He is the great Michelangelo conception of Moses, but rather as the inspiration for the sculptor might have been than as a derivation.33

Heston brought a set of special qualities to the role of Moses. This role changed his career from one of a successful actor to that of an international star. Heston became a household name forever equated with the prophet.

FINANCIAL DIFFICULTIES CONTINUED TO BESET the film industry, but Heston had little trouble winning roles. In fact, it was precisely because of the uneasy state of the industry in the 1950s that studios increasingly relied on the success of one or two expensive productions, and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was no exception. A number of changes forced the studios to evaluate their corporate strategies, particularly the advent of color television, after which their profits dropped considerably. By 1958, box office receipts sank for the first time since World War II, to a lowly $1.5 billion. Things were even worse at MGM, where a power struggle within the ranks threatened to bankrupt the company. In order to save the studio, the general manager, Joseph R. Vogel, risked its future on one huge gamble: the 1959 remake of its 1925 Fred Niblo–directed blockbuster Ben-Hur. Not only did the story promise a large-scale spectacle in the grand tradition of epic films, but it also carried a powerful element of human drama. In MGM’s financially precarious situation, Ben-Hur was probably the least risky gamble that Vogel could have taken, especially when he recruited as director the highly respected William Wyler, who had worked with Heston on The Big Country the previous year. Already a best-selling 1880 novel by Lew Wallace, Ben-Hur became a stage production in 1899 and ran continuously in the United States for the next seventeen years. Meanwhile, in 1907 Sidney Olcott directed an unauthorized version of the tale that was only fifteen minutes in length. The popularity of this short film led MGM to invest $4 million in Niblo’s project, a lavish production that prompted a “frenzied response.” Now, at the end of the 1950s, MGM hoped to capitalize on Ben-Hur’s name recognition and on the popularity of the biblical epic genre and promised to go all out to do so.34

The film traces Judah Ben-Hur’s struggle to accept Jesus and settle his love-hate relationship with his boyhood friend Messala (Stephen Boyd in Wyler’s film), a friendship troubled by the two characters’ ethnicities. Messala returns to their childhood home of Judea as the newly appointed tribune of the Roman province, with orders to crush the local Jewish rabble-rousers. Messala immediately reunites with Judah and finds his old friend a wealthy leader of the Jewish ruling class with his eye on the beautiful Esther (played by the Israeli actress Haya Harakeet). Messala pleads with Ben-Hur to reveal the names of the Jewish troublemakers and to persuade “his people” that defiance of Roman authority is futile. Ben-Hur refuses Messala’s request, pronouncing: “I thought it was my friend who had returned. But I was wrong. It is a conqueror who has returned . . . an enemy.” The two men swear vengeance.

Ben-Hur and Messala clash only a few days later, after which Messala condemns the Jew to slavery and sends his mother and sister to prison. It is on his way to the awaiting ship that Ben-Hur has his first, unknowing encounter with Jesus of Nazareth, the unrecognized healer giving a parched Ben-Hur water. After two years of rowing in the slave galleys of a Roman battleship, Ben-Hur’s dismal fate changes when he saves Admiral Quentus Arrius from drowning. Arrius adopts Ben-Hur and awards him Roman citizenship, but Ben-Hur vows to find his mother and sister and carry out revenge against Messala. On his journey to Jerusalem, he has the opportunity to challenge his enemy in the story’s highlight—the chariot race, a spectacle of grand proportions. Ben-Hur prevails, and Messala, who had ruthlessly attached knife-like extensions to his wheels, is brutally trampled and dies after several hours of suffering. At Messala’s deathbed, Ben-Hur learns that his mother and sister have been condemned to the Valley of the Lepers.

Ben-Hur reunites with Esther and finally finds his mother and sister hidden from civilization, their condition hardening his hatred toward Messala despite his enemy’s death. Esther has heard about a man named Jesus who has been preaching across the countryside and urging his listeners to “love their enemies,” and she begs Ben-Hur to accompany her to one of his gatherings. Ben-Hur remains spiteful and loath to accept the newcomer’s message, but, when he learns of the preacher’s healing powers, he carries his mother and sister to him for his second encounter with the Savior. He is too late, it appears, because Jesus is being crucified, but, recognizing him as the man who once quenched his own thirst, Ben-Hur attempts to give Christ water as he carries his cross up the hill. After the crucifixion, the heavens pour down their rain and heal Ben-Hur’s mother and sister of their disease. Ben-Hur, too, is healed, the hate in his heart extinguished.

Ben-Hur allowed Heston to reinforce his traditional conservative public image and to explore the various facets of masculinity even more thoroughly. The “ideal” male ego includes power, omnipotence, mastery, and control—all of which the Heston character gained in Ben-Hur after a series of tests. With these tests, Ben-Hur was forced by his antagonists to suffer in dramatic fashion, a struggle in which the audience identified with him; and, when he overcame them, the audience considered him physically and mentally superior and, thus, more masculine. “Within this structure,” the film critics Steven Cohan and Ina Rae Hark point out, “suffering—torture in particular—operates as both a set of narrative hurdles to be overcome, tests that the hero must survive, and as a set of aestheticized images to be lovingly dwelt on.” With his fighting ability, self-confidence, and arrogance, Ben-Hur prevailed. Heston consequently added a more macho edge to his conservative masculine image than he was able to do as Moses.35

MGM spared no expense in bringing this mesmerizing story of nineteenth-century romanticism to life, shooting the film in Rome and promoting it to the public long before it was finally released. Ben-Hur set a number of film records, including being the biggest production in moviemaking history, being the biggest moneymaker as a first-run release, featuring the most expensive action sequence ever filmed, and winning more Academy Awards than any other single film. The public’s interest in the movie centered on the source of the film’s expensive production: the chariot race. Indeed, the arena in which the race was staged was at the time the single largest set built for a Hollywood picture. In his newsletter to his fans, Heston commented: “We became quite a tourist attraction . . . competing with the Colosseum and the Roman Forum for overseas visitors.” Hollywood notables such as Kirk Douglas, Susan Hayward, Jack Palance, Harry Belafonte, and Audrey Hepburn frequented the set, and the arena became a regular stop for Roman sightseeing buses, which arrived hourly. The publicity would only grow—and exponentially at that, with $3 million of the $16 million budget going toward promotion, including a number of merchandising tie-ins such as cookies, draperies, wallpaper, carpet designs, tiles, babies’ sunsuits, diaper suits, paintings, scooter-type chariots, gowns, costume jewelry, lipstick, perfume, paint-by-number sets, hats, bookends, umbrellas, raincoats, and even “Ben-His” and “Ben-Hers” bath towels. In the end, MGM’s gamble proved to be an enormous success. The demand created for the picture was so immense that it drove exhibitors to promise to remodel their theaters in order to get a booking. In its first year, over 16 million people saw the film in 286 theaters with over thirty-five thousand showings worldwide. Indeed, Ben-Hur won twelve Academy Awards, being the first biblical film to be “Oscarized” and Heston the first actor to receive the gold statue for a performance in a biblical film. By sheer numbers, Ben-Hur was the greatest picture ever to come to the screen.36

When Heston won the best-actor Oscar for his role as Judah Ben-Hur, he confirmed his public image as a self-made, masculine, moral savior. This was in part because of his dedicated preparation for the role. It had been difficult to assume Ben-Hur’s persona, but Heston had desperately wanted the part and worked hard to live up to its challenges. He had been the first cast member to arrive on location in order to begin training for the chariot race with Hollywood’s most renowned stuntman, Yakima Canutt. Wyler required that both Heston and Boyd learn the difficult task of driving a chariot, with four horses at the helm, and the director employed numerous close-ups so that the audience could feel the intensity of the race. As testament to their hard work, Heston and Boyd did all the driving in the chariot scene, except for two stunts. When Messala is dragged under his chariot and trampled to death by the racing horses, Boyd performed the initial part of this stunt with some steel coverings on his body, but the figure in the rest of the sequence was a dummy. The second partially rigged stunt, when Ben-Hur is tossed out of his chariot, was actually an accident, but the racing team used it to their advantage. The stunt coordinators used two different sequences with Canutt and Heston to show Ben-Hur flip in the air and land in between his galloping horses, climb back into the chariot, and win the race. Wyler proclaimed it one of the “greatest cinematic achievements” he had seen. Indeed, this scene has subsequently become legendary, considered by many among the best action scenes ever filmed. Furthermore, it showcased Heston’s masculinity to its highest degree. While the chariot race is the ultimate example of physical strength, expert skill, and self-confidence, Heston also displays his physical prowess with other masculine activities. The movie required him to throw a javelin, use a broad sword, swim in the sea, ride camels and horses, and learn precision rowing.37

As with his work in The Ten Commandments, Heston’s acting style was particularly appropriate for Judah Ben-Hur. Both epic stories focus on personal transformation. Although many, including Heston, characterized Ben-Hur’s plot as a struggle between two men, Ben-Hur as the good guy and Messala as the bad, the theme was more complicated than that. The overarching tension in the movie was Ben-Hur’s own internal struggle between Christian love and un-Christian hate. Showing such internal conflict was Heston’s strength as an actor. Indeed, for most of the movie, Ben-Hur is not a model of goodness and purity but, rather, someone in need of a good deal of self-improvement. In the opening sequence, when he receives Esther in his lavishly decorated home, he arrogantly looks her over with an air of superiority. Heston purposely played the scene in this manner, commenting in his journal on his attempt to “make [Ben-Hur] an untried, uncommitted man, thus allowing room for change, both in the galleys, and on Calvary.”38 While Ben-Hur has conscience enough not to help Messala capture the Jewish “troublemakers,” he is not such a force of righteousness that he joins the anti-Roman forces. Instead, he is consumed by his search for personal revenge. Even after Messala’s death, Ben-Hur is ravaged with bitterness and so disappoints Esther with his rage that she accuses him of replicating his enemy. “It was Judah Ben-Hur I loved. What has become of him? You seem to be now the very thing you set out to destroy: living evil for evil. Hatred is turning you to stone,” she cries. “It’s as though you had become Messala!”

The true representation of goodness in the movie was not Ben-Hur but his love interest, Esther. Although some, especially Heston, downplayed Esther’s importance, treating her as an auxiliary character, her role was vital because she represented both the Judeo-Christian cause that ultimately Ben-Hur must embrace and a heterosexual relationship that proved his well-rounded masculinity. Although Heston somewhat accurately commented there is “no place for the love story here,” he was wrong to downplay Esther’s role in the story altogether. While the audience does not particularly care about the future of Ben-Hur and Esther as a couple, they do want Ben-Hur to pursue the moral course of action, and it is Esther who persuades him to do so. His relationship with Messala is certainly more interesting, but his relationship with Esther is more vital to the story line than Heston acknowledged. Not until the end of the movie, when Ben-Hur attempts to give Jesus water and embrace Christianity, does Heston’s character truly represent goodness and moral authority. Until then, the script calls for Heston to let “deep, hopeless anger . . . smoulder in his eyes,” to keep his face “hard” and “expressionless,” and to speak “slowly, bitterly.”39 This is the sort of action at which Heston is particularly adept.

Again, as in The Ten Commandments, Heston was convincing because of his looming physical presence and unique acting style. As in the first film, he remains the central force in each scene—despite the excitement taking place around him or the crowds through which he walked—yet still succumbs to the larger narrative. Even the fastidious Wyler specifically complimented Heston on his abilities. Wyler paid for an open letter to Heston to appear in the trade papers, and it was later reprinted by the Saturday Evening Post:

Dear Chuck: It is an old story among actors that in a film like Ben-Hur individual performances are swallowed up by the enormous size of everything else. As you know, I am not given to easy compliments, but I feel that your portrayal of Judah Ben-Hur is an acting achievement of the highest order. . . . The fact that audiences everywhere become deeply and emotionally involved in the story of Ben-Hur proves that you have succeeded in bringing him to life. Much gratifying praise has been showered on the film for its handling of the figure of Christ. I wonder how many people realize that they saw Him only mirrored in your face and felt His presence through your emotions. . . . It was a demanding role both physically and emotionally, and you approached it with intelligence and humility.

Although this letter may have been something of a publicity stunt, Wyler’s compliment highlighted the special qualities that Heston brought to his role. In turn, Heston repaid Wyler with his own tribute: he published in Variety an open contract to act in any movie at any time at any price for the director.40

Heston’s voice, characterized by one critic as “bottled thunder,” and his chiseled body further contributed to his success in the role. These physical attributes gave Ben-Hur dignity despite the hardships he suffered. Indeed, the protagonist of a typical Hollywood epic needs the perfect male body in order to carry out the often-amazing feats required of the hero. When Ben-Hur endures hardship, the exposure of Heston’s unblemished body, either in the galleys or the arena, lends to the ongoing strength and masculinity of his character. Heston was scantily clad throughout much of Ben-Hur, and he himself commented that “my costume consists largely of a damp rag” in the galley slave sequences.41 This partial nudity exaggerates the aura of masculinity surrounding the character. Heston’s muscular physique made it entirely believable that Ben-Hur could survive the galleys for two years and subsequently become a champion chariot driver.

Heston, too, recognized the importance of his physique in his films. “Unfortunately I have to make my living partly through my body,” he told the Saturday Evening Post. “When you are a young actor you’re imbued with the high purpose of your art. You think, they hire me for my talent; if that’s not good enough, then they can hire somebody else. Later you realize that your body is as much a part of what you do as your talent.” Heston paid careful attention to his diet and exercised regularly, although not always enthusiastically. He enjoyed tennis and swimming but dreaded calisthenics, calling it “unutterably dreary, boring and unexciting and uninspiring.” Heston continued this dedication to exercise throughout his career and deemed it acceptable because, after all, “no one wants a leading man with a pot belly.” He and Lydia restricted their diets with Spartan rigor, and he certainly did not mind showing off his hard work. The lead photo for the Post article had Heston posed on his deck, feet up, hands behind his head, in a revealing bathing suit, thus establishing his place within Hollywood’s beefcake parade. In fact, in a 1981 This Is Your Life special on Heston, the host told him: “We’ve checked on this—this is statistically accurate, that you have appeared sparsely clad in more movies than any other performer with the possible exception of Raquel Welch.”42

Indeed, Heston’s body was so readily on display in Ben-Hur that, much to his chagrin, he became something of a homosexual icon because of the role. The homosexual aura of the movie was significantly increased in the mid-1990s when the writer Gore Vidal publicly alleged that, when Sam Zimbalist hired him to help improve the script, he had written homosexual undertones into the scene depicting the confrontation between Messala and Ben-Hur. Vidal had been hired along with Christopher Fry to elevate the dialogue, Wyler having been particularly displeased with the original scene in which Messala and Ben-Hur swear their vengeance. According to Vidal, he persuaded Zimbalist and Wyler “that the only way one could justify several hours of hatred between two lads—and all those horses—was to establish without saying so in words, an affair between them as boys; then, when reunited at picture’s start, the Roman . . . wants to pick up where they left off and the Jew, Heston, spurns him.” Vidal claims that Zimbalist, Wyler, and Boyd agreed to this interpretation, but Wyler refused to reveal the changes to Heston for fear that he would “fall apart.” Some film analysts have accepted Vidal’s version, while others have not. Heston denied Vidal’s claims that the writer had fooled him, saying that Vidal “irritates the hell out of me” and that he was “out of his head” for making these assertions. Furthermore, the original writer, Carl Turnberg, Fry, Zimbalist, and Wyler had by this time all died, leaving no one able authoritatively to confirm or refute Vidal’s claims. The intent to insert homosexual undertones cannot be proved, but neither can the masculinity, size, and strength of Heston be denied. Indeed, an article by Helen Van Slyke highlights Heston’s emotional and physical appeal to both women and men: “It is formidable yet somehow strangely, majestically sexy. There is an inexplicable spiritual/physical attraction about this almost-too-perfect symbol of masculinity. A kind of involuntary magnetism that fascinates both sexes.”43

Heston drew on both his physical and his acting strengths in his next epic, El Cid (Anthony Mann, 1961), the tale of the Spanish knight Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar, who, after suffering great hardship, eventually expels the Moors from Spain. Directly because of these films, millions of people have equated Heston with the moral authority and individualism that such epics celebrate. As Heston boldly told the Saturday Evening Post: “You can be sure that they’ll be showing Ben-Hur somewhere for a long, long time to come. When you add that to The Ten Commandments—which passed the fifty-million-dollar admissions mark last January [1960]—before those two pictures have completed their merry-go-round, I’ll have been seen by more people than any other actor in the history of the world.” This statement was not just boastful swagger. Heston was recognized by millions and was able to strike awe not only into his fans but also into journalists, politicians, and even potentates. Heston’s resonance in these epics is so dramatic that a journalist commented in 1978: “The standard Hollywood gag is that if God came to earth, most moviegoers wouldn’t believe it unless he looked like Charlton Heston.”44

HESTON WAS EVEN MORE CONVINCING in these epic roles because of his upstanding personal life. The credibility of both The Ten Commandments and Ben-Hur rested on a believable star in terms of a sense of morality. Heston’s home life was amazingly free of scandal, and, therefore, his playing a biblical prophet—as opposed to someone like Kirk Douglas, whose sexual conquests were a matter of public knowledge—seemed credible. The actor’s personal life and film career worked together to create his public image, and he seemed to revel in domestic bliss. The Hollywood press took note of his loving marriage even before the release of The Ten Commandments. Photoplay published “human interest” articles on the Hestons in 1953 and 1954, the titles of which underscored the romantic themes on which they played—“Charlton Loves Lydia” and “Their Marriage Is a Lifetime Honeymoon.” The Hestons were famous for their preference to stay at home rather than make the rounds of the Hollywood party scene. No longer as antisocial as at the Senior Ball, Heston did recognize the need to acquaint himself with the industry’s social scene and keep himself on the social radar. He did so but “was always uncomfortable with it,” he admitted. “I still am. I don’t like parties with hundreds of people: I tend to wander off and read the titles on the spines of books in the library, if there is a library. . . .” When on location, he did not care to engage in much of a nightlife, especially when he had to rise for an early call. This self-isolation did not lend to a particularly flattering reputation among the Hollywood partying crowd. According to one journalist: “Compared with Frank Sinatra and his friends, [Heston] is thought of pretty much as a cube. . . . Over the years, . . . [he] has acquired the reputation of being a rather pompous bonehead.” Not that the Hestons had no social life. They would just rather socialize with a few close friends in a small setting. Jolly and Kathryn West, Walter and Mickey Seltzer, and William and Tallie Wyler were part of that circle.45

Lydia further contributed to the Hestons’ domestic image when she consciously chose childrearing and put her husband’s career over her own. Although she performed on Broadway and occasionally took small film roles in Los Angeles, such as in Bad for Each Other (Irving Rapper, 1953) with her husband, Lydia divulged to Photoplay that, although she wanted to “make it,” she refused to sign a long-term contract for fear that she could not be with Heston at times of importance. Her career became more complicated after the birth of their son, Fraser (Fray for short), in 1955 and Heston’s immense success, for Lydia did not want her work to interfere with either one. For Lydia, there seemed to be no question between a baby and a career. She told Parents magazine: “It’s not that we put off having children so I could go on acting. It’s just that we didn’t have any and that’s why I went on acting.” The decision between her career and Heston’s appeared almost as easy. A pivotal moment came in 1959 after Lydia had accepted a film offer but then hesitated on discovering that the location would prevent her from attending the royal premier of Ben-Hur in London. Heston recorded Lydia’s exchange with her agent over the matter and her decision to commit herself to the domestic life: “ ‘Look, honey,’ her agent said, ‘you’ve got to decide whether you want to act or go to Chuck’s premiers.’ ‘All right then,’ my girl replied, ‘I’ll go to Chuck’s premieres.’ ” Heston also notes that this story is “unfashionable” but goes on to say: “I’ve always felt complimented by it.”46

Because of Lydia’s decision and Heston’s financial success, the couple launched into their domestic bliss with style, publicizing their domesticity in features in American Home and Look magazines after the family moved into their dream home in Coldwater Canyon in 1960. High on a ridge, the Hestons’ property comprises only three acres. However, in the spirit of Chuck’s boyhood home, the acreage is surrounded on both sides by eight hundred acres of government-owned land, occupied by deer, hawks, raccoons, and other wildlife. A spectacular view includes Catalina Island to the west and Mount Jupiter, which is fifty miles east into the desert. These rustic surroundings shielded the Hestons from the growth of Beverly Hills. Inspired by the fountains of Rome, the Hestons created a cobbled court with a fountain and a pool along with several sundecks and patios and a tennis court. Inside, the house features a Jacuzzi, a gym, a library, and a screening room. Its tall ceilings can even accommodate the ten-foot top of the mature blue spruce imported from their property in Michigan every Christmas. Impressed with the Hestons’ creation, Look lauded the “showplace” as “one of the finest examples of architecture in the U.S.” The adoption of a baby girl, Holly, in 1962 completed the Heston family. Despite the grandeur of their new home, Lydia did not feel as comfortable in California as on the East Coast and “missed New York terribly.” The Hestons decided to keep their apartment in New York, holding on to it for eighteen years.47

The closeness of the Heston family has been quite remarkable, considering that they lived among the excesses of Hollywood. Many Hollywood histories are plagued with sordid tales of peccadilloes and dysfunction. This was not the case for the Heston family. All appear to have missed each other greatly during their periodic absences, and Lydia and the children accompanied Heston on location as much as possible. Lydia and Fray relocated during the entire shootings of Ben-Hur in Rome and El Cid in Spain. When, in certain instances, they could not move for such a substantial period of time, they regularly visited for at least a few weeks or weekends. For instance, Lydia came to Rome for a week during the filming of The Pigeon That Took Rome (Melville Shavelson, 1962) and to Hawaii for part of the making of Diamond Head (Guy Green, 1963). Lydia and Fray even brought Drago, their German shepherd, to Spain when Heston made 55 Days at Peking (Nicholas Ray, 1963). These visits facilitated closeness among the Heston family, in spite of their far-from-typical lifestyle. Once Fray started school, however, Heston made the note: “We’re not quite as footloose a family as we were.”48

Although they obviously missed each other during separations, the Hestons seemed capable of functioning fairly well under the circumstances. Heston often noted in his journal how happy he was and how blessed he felt because of his family, and he worked to maintain their close relationship. He and Lydia celebrated every anniversary together, no matter the circumstances or the travel required to do so. For example, on their eighteenth wedding anniversary in 1962, Lydia flew to Hawaii, where Heston was shooting Diamond Head, and the two celebrated with “champagne and pearls” and “satiated” themselves with “luxury.”49 Heston also strove to spend time with his children. He was able to attend most birthday celebrations and other family rituals like the opening day of hunting season, but he also made it a point to participate in more everyday parental responsibilities like driving his daughter to school or to ballet practice. He also regularly contributed to the children’s Halloween costumes, working his connections with Hollywood wardrobe departments.

Despite the pain of long absences from his family, Heston never considered curtailing his work schedule. In fact, over time he became more and more involved in various acting projects as well as public service projects. By the mid-1960s, he seemed almost overcome by his activities. He had grown aware of his need for an active lifestyle early on in his career. He started shooting Three Violent People (Rudolph Maté, 1957) before finishing The Ten Commandments and set up his own production company, the Russel Lake Corporation, that year as well. He explained: “Actors . . . at any rate this one . . . get nervous about vacations, the hunger I have at the end of several months of sixty hour weeks to just do nothing at all lasts, I find, about two days.” This workaholic mentality sometimes compromised the needs of his family, as Heston himself noticed. After Fraser had a tonsillectomy in 1960, Heston did not stay in California long enough to talk to his son after he woke up, nor was he able to help Lydia move into the new Coldwater Canyon house. Instead, he flew to New York and began rehearsals for Benn W. Levy’s The Tumbler, a play with Laurence Olivier. He felt guilty and asked himself: “What am I doing, going off to do a play when my house and my son, not to mention my wife, need me here?” He contemplated: “I doubt if I can be both a family man and a dedicated artist.” And his conclusion: “I’d rather be the former.” His declaration of dedication to his family and his guilt notwithstanding, Heston did not change his plans or fly back to California. He explained in his autobiography: “But I had no choice. I had Olivier and a company waiting for me. I had to be there.” Obviously, he did have a choice, but, in addition to his family, he also felt a responsibility to the project to which he had committed. Furthermore, it was Laurence Olivier, considered one of the world’s most formidable actors. Heston made a serious effort to be the best family man he could, but he did so in a context in which his work and public involvement stole much of his time.50

To an outside observer, it does not appear that Heston’s work was compromised in the least, but this judgment is relative. Heston maintained a rigorous view of his profession. “Acting, taken to the highest level, requires a fierce, total focus of your time and energy, at the cost of just about everything else,” he argued. Although he admitted to compromising his family’s needs at times, he also felt that he compromised his career—at least the quality of the films in which he chose to appear—for his family. He believed that he often fell “short of [the] draconian demand” that acting required. For example, when making Pigeon, he insisted that the interiors be shot in Hollywood, even though they would have been better and cheaper in Rome, so that he could return to his family. Perhaps Heston did allow his personal life to get in the way of complete dedication to each and every acting job, but his outlook is colored by the fact that he was critical, sometimes fanatically, of almost every film he made. He admitted: “I’ve almost never been content with what I’ve done in any film. My heart’s desire would be to do them all over again (and not do a half-dozen of them at all).” This constant dissatisfaction with his work may have led him to feel as if he compromised his work more than he really did. Most often he gave his full attention to his work over his family. Nevertheless, his workaholic temperament was part of his personality, and the Heston family found a way to accommodate itself to his busy schedule.

Over time, Heston’s lifestyle did take its toll on his family, however, most acutely on Lydia, when in the early 1970s she began to suffer from painful, frequent migraines. At least one writer blamed those migraines on Heston’s demanding work schedule. There is little doubt that his absences played a role in her health problems. However, to charge Heston of being “egocentrically concerned with his own career” and imply his sole responsibility for the migraines is irresponsible.51 Lydia herself blamed her feelings on California and the Hollywood social scene. She told one interviewer: “When I came out here, I began to disintegrate. I was deeply depressed by Hollywood and hated everyone, the atmosphere, the climate.” Meanwhile, she had taken up a new artistic interest. When Heston made The Greatest Show on Earth, Lydia teamed up with the movie’s public relations man and learned the basics of photography. Immediately taken with her new interest, Lydia turned out to be a natural, publishing and selling several of her photographs, and eventually launching a career in the field.

However, the demands of motherhood did not allow Lydia to become a professional photographer just yet, and her acting roles steadily declined. Hollywood became more and more of a depressing place for her. Not necessarily threatened by her husband’s success, Lydia felt: “I was not doing anything. I didn’t like being Mrs. Charlton Heston. I was Lydia Clarke.” She continued: “The Hollywood scene is very bad for many women in this situation. It has to do with what the woman feels about her own self-confidence, but I do feel the Hollywood wife is the lowest rung on the social ladder. I felt entirely superfluous, even though I had the photography.” Furthermore, a number of dramatic changes engulfed the family, and Heston’s schedule became increasingly demanding. Between 1971 and 1973, the worst years of Lydia’s migraines, her father died, Holly underwent adolescence, Fray left for college, and Heston made seven films while simultaneously working actively with the National Endowment for the Arts, the American Film Institute, and the Screen Actors Guild. In addition, Lydia continued to assist Heston with his career by hosting or attending parties and helping him with speeches. After Julius Caesar (Stuart Burge, 1970) and The Hawaiians (Tom Gries, 1970) nose-dived at the box office, Heston put considerable pressure on himself. Lydia, in turn, eased the pressure by doing as much as possible to support him. All this cut into her time to be a photographer, and, as she later remembered: “When I was not working and had the feeling that my work was getting away from me, the celebrity-wife pressures just seemed too much.” Undoubtedly, these outside pressures and Heston’s absences contributed to Lydia’s migraines, but her own feelings of insecurity underlay her depression. She always believed that a woman should be “complete within herself” and was “disgusted” for allowing herself to be depressed. She then entered a hospital the following year. On her entrance, Heston wrote: “This turned out to be one of the worst days of my life, I believed Lydia would leave me.”52

Although Lydia’s condition obviously concerned and distressed Heston, he never scaled back his work in terms of film, theater, or public service. His behavior may seem cruel in light of the pain Lydia suffered. However, the situation was something that Lydia had to handle herself. Heston may have been obtuse in his comprehension of Lydia’s migraines, but he did not discourage her when she attempted to develop her burgeoning photography career. He encouraged her involvement in outside work—from acting jobs to photography—all of which were clearly contributing factors in overcoming her migraines. Lydia herself revealed what returned her to health: “The main element that has cured me is constant exercise, which I have just begun in the last couple of years.” When Heston published his journal in 1978, he announced: “Miraculously, Lydia has not had migraines now for more than a year. Her photographic career burgeoning with jobs and exhibitions; she again is the girl she always was, beneath the pain.” Indeed, by 1980, Lydia had shown her work in galleries in Taiwan, Chicago, and San Francisco. During their stay in Egypt when Heston was working on The Awakening (Mike Newell, 1980), Lydia shot photographs of the desert for a Los Angeles charity function to benefit the Retinitis Pigmentosa Foundation, one of the Heston’s preferred philanthropies.53

After all the struggles with her identity, Lydia confided: “I am happy to say I feel very complete.” But she also wished that she had not allowed “time in life for that kind of waste emotionally.” Despite her regrets, Lydia’s experience is not much different from what faced millions of women of her generation. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) touched the emotions of millions of women like Lydia who felt that they were living in a “comfortable concentration camp” with no identity of their own and who had been blaming themselves for their feelings. Friedan’s book convinced many that their unhappiness was a social problem, not just a personal problem, and urged women to seek personal development and work for social change. Although Lydia never became involved in the feminist movement, she did initiate individual action and take control of her life. Not only did her migraines disappear, but the Hestons’ marriage continued to be remarkably strong. In 2004, the couple celebrated their sixtieth wedding anniversary. His aides note how much Heston dotes on his wife.54 The Heston family stood out in Hollywood for its longevity and closeness, and this relationship contributed to the believability of the epic characters he played.

Heston’s personal religious beliefs also added credibility to his epic characters. Heston was an Episcopalian and Lydia a Congregationalist. The Heston family had attended church until, ironically, the release of The Ten Commandments. After that, Heston felt that his presence at services caused too much commotion and was distracting to the other worshippers. Thereafter, the Heston family rarely attended church. The actor actually displayed a rather earthy flair, and reporters sometimes noted their surprise at Heston’s penchant for cursing. Still, Heston remained a spiritual man, and he greatly respected religious traditions. He particularly enjoyed the historical aspects of the Christian faith. More recently, Heston and Fraser collaborated on Charlton Heston Presents the Bible (Tony Westman, 1997), a dramatic portrayal of various Bible stories, the project growing out of Heston’s reverence for the intriguing scenarios presented in that book.

Heston’s upstanding personal life helped him win the role of Moses, which became his signature character. Although he went on to do a variety of different roles—some great men, some average—all had heroic capabilities and the sense of authority and independence that he had established as Moses and Ben-Hur. As Heston himself observed: “If one carefully examines every one of my . . . films, a central theme runs through the majority of them. . . . Almost all the characters I’ve played are men with an individual sense of total dedication and responsibility which motivates their triumphs.” Heston enjoyed good timing with his start on live television and then with Hollywood’s reaction to the new medium—the production of epic historical dramas in the late 1950s and the 1960s. Such fortune struck again in the mid-1960s when Heston emerged, in a variety of films, as Hollywood’s modern-day action hero, a role that would become his standard through the 1970s. Even when Heston did not play larger-than-life characters like Moses, Ben-Hur, and El Cid, he did play a number of different heroic types. Although the genres would vary—historical epics, science fiction, and westerns, to name a few—common themes of individualism and heroism ran throughout Heston’s roles. By the 1980s, he had earned a position as one of Hollywood’s “elder statesman,” appearing in a number of cameo roles as a moral, authoritative figure.55

Superstardom such as Heston achieved with The Ten Commandments and Ben-Hur was the most visible aspect of the movie industry by the 1950s. Certain actors were becoming recognized worldwide, and their public images eclipsed the very films that made them famous. Fans eagerly gobbled up not only the stars’ movies but aspects of their private lives as well. According to one historian, the obsession with celebrity made it increasingly possible for stars to “take on both a wider public life and to make a more profound emotional impact on the individual’s inner life than had ever been possible.”56 After the birth of superstardom, actors increasingly felt comfortable turning their sights to politics.

By virtue of his screen persona, Heston embodied a type of politics even before he voiced his opinion on particular issues. As one journalist commented: “Charlton Heston is the epitome of the star who stands for moral certainties and patriotic beliefs that characterized Hollywood in its heyday.” Likewise, another reporter explained that Heston is “able to impart . . . a heroic, broad-shouldered presence to movies and real-life issues.” Heston’s screen image represented a politics of large meanings that transcended particular issues, beyond the conservative or liberal label. The traits that he personified onscreen—masculinity, individuality, patriotism, responsibility, and morality—all translated easily to his life in public service.57

Sixteen of Heston’s movies have been box office champions, and he starred in both blockbusters and cult hits, but one critic notes that, as an actor, he had a “questionable” personal following. Audiences appreciated his movies but did not necessarily attend just to see him. In fact, Heston’s acting style—appropriate for epic presentations like The Ten Commandments and Ben-Hur—was often criticized for its “slowly paced, long, outdated melodramatic approach” and lack of spark.58 Although Heston delivered critically acclaimed performances in such movies as Will Penny and in numerous stage productions, he shined in more solitary roles and was, thus, associated with epic films often panned by today’s critics. Ironically, it was in the political arena that Heston acquired a truly devoted following.

After the release of The Ten Commandments in 1956, Heston capitalized on his screen image and established his credibility in the political realm. His conscientious work in the public arena over the second half of the twentieth century further contributed to his development into a powerful political persona. Heston first became involved in public affairs in the mid-1950s and rapidly turned into a genuine activist, working in a variety of different arenas, including the Screen Actors Guild, the Democratic Party, the National Endowment for the Arts, and, later, the Republican Party and the National Rifle Association. His hard work paid off. A poll conducted in 1996 revealed that Americans considered Heston to be one of the most believable spokespersons in the country.59 Indeed, becoming a political activist was as much a part of Heston’s public identity as playing Moses.


CHAPTER TWO

COLD WAR LIBERAL

IN THE EARLY YEARS OF HIS FILM CAREER, HESTON BELIEVED THAT ACTORS and politics should not mix, seemingly unconvinced that celebrities could make any legitimate contribution to the political debate. After he was cast as Moses, however, he changed his mind and felt that it was his duty as a citizen to “stand up and be counted” on public issues. In 1955, he began to make small forays into politics and by 1961 could be considered a genuine activist and leader. Over the course of the 1960s, he became involved in a number of activities, participating in the emerging civil rights movement and two Democratic administrations. Thereafter, he encouraged all Americans, including his fellow thespians, to exercise their full rights as citizens—that is, as long as they educated themselves fully on the issues before going on the record.

The 1960s signaled a new wave of celebrity activism in America; Heston assumed a leading role in this trend but differentiated himself from his more liberal colleagues. Indeed, Heston’s conservative inclinations became quite clear. He admired John F. Kennedy primarily for his hawkish Cold War stance, and, although he believed strongly in equal rights for minorities, he remained suspicious of the coordinated group effort that characterized the campaigns for racial justice. Even though both the Democratic Party and the civil rights movement harbored noticeable radical elements, in the late 1950s and 1960s both coalitions were actually dominated by conservative leaders who proposed moderate policies acceptable to Heston. Heston acted on instinct, as opposed to partisan loyalty, in his conservative approach, and, as has been noted, often came to conclusions similar to those of intellectuals like Irving Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, and others who would, by 1968, be considered neoconservatives. In acting out his own conservative inclinations, Heston gave shape to their ideas and, subsequently, paved the way for visceral neoconservatism.

THE HOLLYWOOD-WASHINGTON CONNECTION was first established in the 1920s, changes in Hollywood itself allowing the partnership to blossom. The first development was Hollywood’s elevation of its actors through the star system, a practice firmly in place by the 1920s. This celebrated attention to the stars challenged the long-standing supposition that actors were untrustworthy characters of ill repute. With the elevation of the actor’s status, stars would subsequently be considered legitimate contributors to political campaigns. The second change in Hollywood was Louis B. Mayer’s ascension as the production chief at MGM in 1924. Mayer felt that, even though the movie business was amassing more financial support than ever, New York City’s financial district and the nation’s capital still considered it a frivolous enterprise. Furthermore, as a Jew, Mayer did not enjoy complete access to America’s social and financial institutions. He could not consistently accrue enough money to create the kind of movies he desired, so he turned to the national political scene in the hopes of improving his status as a movie executive and, in turn, raising more money for his film projects.1

The first to court national politicians systematically, Mayer campaigned for then presidential candidate Herbert Hoover in 1928, becoming involved in the California Republican Party. Mayer’s efforts were rewarded when he and his wife were honored as President Hoover’s first dinner guests in the White House. Mayer paved the way for “mogul politics” and led other film industry executives into the GOP. The moguls rushed to support the party in 1934 when the socialist author turned Democratic gubernatorial candidate Upton Sinclair challenged Governor Frank Merriam of California. Sinclair’s call for higher state taxes prompted the moguls to pressure their actors, who were all under contract, to appear in radio programs and newsreels for Merriam’s campaign.2 This tactic backfired, however, when Sinclair lost the election and Merriam unexpectedly raised taxes anyway.

Still reeling from pay cuts that the studios had enacted during the banking crisis of 1933, writers and actors who had been corralled into the Merriam campaign retaliated, unleashing a grassroots leftist surge against the studio fathers. Thereafter, actors more willingly struck out on their own in political matters. Some artists even moved into the Communist Party, the opposite ideological extreme from the moguls’ conservatism. Although the Communists never achieved numerical superiority in any of Hollywood’s influential circles, the Party did dominate the liberal political scene. Party members actually controlled the leadership of the entertainment industry’s largest political organization, the Motion Picture Democratic Committee. This takeover exemplified the Party’s strategy of bringing together all leftist elements—from liberals to socialists to orthodox trade unionists—into a loose grouping known as the Popular Front. Writers and actors who were exasperated with the politically claustrophobic studio system found themselves especially attracted to the Front. When the California Democratic Party did not effectively regroup after Sinclair’s loss, elements of the Front quickly moved to fill the void. The Popular Front successfully accelerated the film community’s political engagement—recruiting figures who probably would have remained politically disconnected—and called public attention to the dangers of fascism.3

The Front worked throughout the war years and became a force in the Democratic Party, despite some fundamental differences between Communists and liberals. For example, the Front agreed on the goal of free political expression, but many liberals disapproved of the Communist hostility to capitalism and the Party’s defense of Joseph Stalin, despite compelling rumors that he had ordered the widespread purge of Russian peasants. Furthermore, the formation of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) in the spring of 1938 prompted some wary Hollywood leftists to disassociate from the Front. The German-Soviet nonaggression pact, signed in August 1939, infuriated the remaining “fellow travelers,” finally breaking the already precarious alliance between the Communist Party and Hollywood’s liberals and greatly weakening the appeal of the Popular Front. The tension between liberals and Communists dissipated after Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union, which made the Communist state once again an enemy of fascism. With the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union allied against Hitler’s Germany, liberals and Communists renewed the Popular Front strategy, operating under the auspices of the Hollywood Democratic Committee (HDC). The Democratic National Committee (DNC) enthusiastically recruited them to campaign for the incumbent president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, in 1944. Entertainers such as Douglas Fairbanks Jr., Humphrey Bogart, Henry Fonda, Groucho Marx, and Lucille Ball performed in radio broadcasts paid for by the DNC in the week before the election. In response, the screenwriter James McGuinness and a small band of conservatives in Hollywood formed the so-called Alliance, which included the future Screen Actors Guild (SAG) president Robert Montgomery, the gossip columnist Hedda Hopper, Mayer, and the director Cecil B. DeMille. The Roosevelt campaign, however, “became a maelstrom that engulfed Hollywood.” Noteworthy stars such as Frank Sinatra and Orson Welles contributed sizable amounts of time and money to FDR’s campaign. The DNC actually found it difficult to utilize all the celebrities who volunteered.4

The Popular Front effectively collapsed after Roosevelt’s death in 1945, tainting celebrity activism in the process. The Communist Party’s overt control of the HDC—which had joined with the Eastern-based Independent Citizens Committee of the Arts, Sciences, and Professions to form the Hollywood Independent Citizens Committee of the Arts, Sciences, and Professions (HICCASP)—drove away many moderates. For instance, the actor Ronald Reagan abandoned HICCASP, citing the “seamy side of liberalism” and especially the “ideological myopia” that prevented liberals from seeing Communists as they really were. The Popular Front had disintegrated by 1946 and splintered into a number of different groups. Even so, a new HUAC chair, Representative J. Parnell Thomas (R-NJ), was determined to hold hearings in 1947 to root out Communists in Hollywood. The committee found few remaining leftist sympathizers and uncovered none of the systematic subversion that it had alleged. However, the hearings intimidated liberal activists when a group of screenwriters and one director, famously known as the Hollywood Ten, refused to cooperate and were cited for contempt.5 Furthermore, the publicity surrounding the hearings put the entire movie industry on the defensive.

Attempting to deflect accusations of being unpatriotic, studio executives responded by collectively blacklisting supposed Communist sympathizers, thus discouraging the political activism of the industry’s stars. Likewise, SAG voted to require loyalty oaths from its members in order to insulate the organization from allegations of Communist sympathies as well as infiltration. Some stars, directors, and writers, such as William Wyler, Danny Kaye, Gene Kelly, Humphrey Bogart, and Lauren Bacall, formed the Committee for the First Amendment and traveled to Washington, DC, to defend the Hollywood Ten publicly. Having underestimated the resolve of Congress, the stars left the nation’s capital defeated. Although SAG acted to protect its members in terms of jobs, the blacklist effectively stifled mass political organizing in Hollywood. Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-WI) further inhibited political activism after he rose to national power on his self-proclaimed campaign to destroy American communism. The actor Lauren Bacall recalled that, even “five years after the House Un-American Activities Committee investigations . . . with the McCarthy fear, Hollywood seemed terrorized.” Thereafter, political activity in Hollywood was sporadic, often dependent on random celebrities who formed temporary groups in support of a particular cause or candidate.6 Most celebrities reined in their political activity, contenting themselves with supporting presidential candidates every national election cycle, a relatively safe manner of participation.

The milieu of presidential electoral politics was actually better suited to most actors anyway. Celebrities looked for meaningful ways to get involved, yet they were also used to being stars, the centers of attention and the focus of publicity. While grassroots organizing required thankless effort, presidential campaign work involved high-profile appearances. Celebrities still donated their valuable time and personas, but national campaigns were more in line with what they craved. Lauren Bacall, the Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson’s leading Hollywood supporter, commented in her memoirs how the campaign experience allowed her to move beyond the life of a Hollywood leading lady: “My choices up to then had been Bogie [her husband, Humphrey Bogart] or work—now they had expanded to political life, to bettering the world and its people, or at least to advancing and being connected with a great man who was capable of doing something about it.” Bacall traveled extensively for Stevenson, putting considerable time and effort into the campaign. Yet her work for the Democratic Party was hardly that of the typical volunteer campaigner. Her main role was to attract crowds. She was always in close proximity to Stevenson, in his motorcade, onstage, and even at his house anticipating the returns. “I got very pushy,” she admitted. “No one who didn’t have to be was allowed ahead of me in the motorcade!”7 Indeed, politicians like Stevenson validated celebrities as vital members of their entourage, and celebrities soon became a crucial facet of the modern presidential campaign.

HESTON CHOSE TO WORK FOR THE Democrats during the height of his film career, but he never registered as a member of the Democratic Party. Like the intellectual neocons, Heston supported the Democrats less from party loyalty than from personal political inclinations, views that had matured by 1960 and that his own wife characterized as “very conservative.” Heston’s political disposition was strikingly similar to the ideas professed by the intellectual neocons at the time, despite the lack of an actual relationship between them. Both Heston and the intellectual neocons emphasized religious and racial tolerance and strong anticommunism as well as self-responsibility, independence, and equality of opportunity. The paths leading them to such conclusions differed, however. Heston’s ideology evolved from his background; being a “hick from the woods,” according to the actor, allowed him to form a tolerant personality and to develop the independent streak that rural living necessitated. The ideologies of the intellectual neocons derived, on the other hand, from their radical political backgrounds. Irving Kristol and his allies had been drawn to socialism in their youth. Kristol and Gertrude Himmelfarb met at the Trotsky Club of the City College of New York. Kristol considered his Trotskyism an “excellent education in communism” because he quickly realized the evils of the ideology. He and Himmelfarb left the group within a year and soon married.8 By the 1950s, Heston and the rest of the neocons reached similar conclusions on a number of political matters, and, at that point, their conservative philosophies fit easily with the party for which they were voting.

Heston explained the development of his self-described “tolerant” personality in “Other Faces, Other Faiths,” a speech that he composed while filming The Ten Commandments. He primarily addressed religious prejudice, but he alluded to racial discrimination as well, warning against “a dread disease . . . bigotry.” Growing up in the Michigan woods, he explained, “inoculated” him because “men came in only one pattern . . . white Protestant.” Thus, he learned to judge people for their actions, not their appearance, and maintained an innocence about difference. “White pines do not look down on yellow pines . . . the tamarack does not discriminate against the maple,” he wrote. When he moved to Chicago: “The vaccination had apparently taken. There must have been many examples of prejudice around me, but the group and race labels that prompted them were never very clear to me. As far as I was concerned, . . . it never occurred to me to take into account where he worshipped, or how . . . or even whether!” Religious or racial difference meant little; strength of character represented the true distinction between men.9

As Jews, the intellectual neocons encouraged tolerance as well; as children of immigrant urban families, however, they tended to note the differences among ethnic and racial groups more than Heston did. They were very aware of the tensions among such groups and tended to view the liberal hope for a “color-blind” society as naive. In fact, Norman Podhoretz made it clear that he did not believe that integration could ever be fully achieved. Podhoretz provoked controversy with the article “My Negro Problem—and Ours,” in which he described his own unpleasant childhood experience with integration. He told stories of how he had been persecuted by blacks, how he and his friends “had been repeatedly beaten up, robbed, and in general hated, terrorized, and humiliated.”10 Because of these unpleasant memories, Podhoretz had no illusions about the difficulties of integration, despite his support of the civil rights movement. He also had little sympathy for the calls for revolution or black nationalism articulated by Malcolm X and James Baldwin, individuals Heston also regarded with suspicion. Both Heston and the intellectual neocons would go on to call for a balance between integration and the retention of specific cultural values, without, as Podhoretz put it, trading one’s past for present gain. Ralph Ellison particularly influenced Podhoretz in formulating this position, whereas Heston would be influenced by his contact with various elements of the civil rights movement.

Both Heston and the intellectual neocons also emphasized the importance of self-responsibility and independence in developing a healthy and resolute character, a necessity for both private and public life. Heston’s allegiance to responsibility was obvious in his choice of movie roles. Moses, Ben-Hur, and El Cid all personified individual accountability. An advertisement for El Cid proclaimed, “We live today in an age that avoids personal responsibility,” but praised the Spanish king for doing just the opposite. Heston frequently echoed the El Cid worldview, telling one journalist: “I think the most important thing a man must learn is to fulfill his responsibilities, and that he is responsible for whatever happens to him. He cannot blame others for what happens to him. That is the easy way out.” Heston warned that those who ignore self-responsibility tend to slip into self-pity—“the least admired and the most common of all qualities.” One Kristol disciple, Robert Bork, would share Heston’s disgust, calling self-pity “arguably the most pervasive and powerful emotion known to man.”11

Heston elaborated that the movie heroes he portrayed undertook responsibility not just for their own well-being but “for a wider and wider area around [them].” Heston’s emphasis on being responsible for oneself as well as for the larger community illustrated the neoconservative belief in the interaction between the individual and the larger world. The intellectual neocons particularly stressed the need for “mediating structures,” or, more common to the visceral neoconservative’s vernacular, private voluntary organizations such as unions, churches, families, schools, and charitable associations. Mediating structures were felt to be important for three reasons. First, they instill the bourgeois values of tradition and responsibility. Second, they allow for a healthy balance between the individual and the community; they promote self-interest as well as the common good. Third, strong mediating structures guard against large government, the groups themselves fulfilling needs in a more localized and efficient manner than the state ever could. Neoconservatives believed that the political order could not survive without mediating structures and people willing to get involved in them.12 Indeed, Kristol warned that, without mediating structures, a moral vacuum opened, driving restless Americans to find meaning in unexpected and dangerous places.

While the neoconservatives recognized the importance of connecting with the larger community, they also felt a strong pull toward independence. Heston instinctively resisted large-scale government action. Always a loner, he admitted that he “truly [felt] a very, very . . . deep yearning for an earlier time.” He favored a “do-it-yourself” culture and worried that Americans were becoming “passive” as they rushed to the suburbs and engorged their lives with consumer products. Heston purchased land in his home state of Michigan because he felt that rural living required more initiative and effort. “I really feel a strong sense of identification with the woods, still,” he explained, because of the “sense of . . . independence” to be gained there. In 1960, he worried that the trappings of the modern age stole the independence of even rural dwellers. “Even if you do live in the country, you can’t be your own man there. . . . Your life is largely shaped by the increasing network of rules and regulations,” he complained. “I’m not an anarchist, but I am afraid we are rapidly approaching a time when every breath we draw will be tagged and numbered . . . and assigned to us before birth.” The intellectual neocons resisted the growth of government as well. They believed that large structures ran the risk not only of minimizing individuals but also of alienating them. Driving Americans into indifference ran counter to their goal of community involvement. Heston and the other neoconservatives valued a vibrant government but encouraged policies that allowed maximum independence.13

Heston found other trends of modern living oppressive as well. The pressure that Americans put on themselves to “keep up with the Jones’s” could be just as suffocating as an overbearing government. In his newsletter, Heston complained about the homogenization of American life, “a world being crushed by conformity,” and deplored that “every man’s dearest wish seems increasingly to be as much like his neighbor as possible . . . to have everything that he has and like only what he likes.” Heston did not disdain the middle class. He clearly favored the bourgeois values of capitalism, religion, and the nuclear family. Within that framework, however, he resisted outright conformity. Podhoretz experienced that same restlessness in 1960. “Bored with my own sensibly moderate liberal ideas, but with Marxism and all its variants closed off as an alternative,” Podhoretz itched for a new agenda that would expose the problematic aspects of middle-class culture without relying on a reformist liberal agenda that increased federal power as a remedy.14 In seeking such a balance, the neoconservatives would be forced to clarify their ideas about equality.

Heston believed deeply in the equality of man, but he also believed that individual talent and actions set people apart from one another. He favored a government that permitted the equality of opportunity but did not pursue the equality of outcome. To a man who worshipped independence, an equality of outcome was neither desirable nor possible. Heston believed that men were created equal but that, after certain rights were secured, it was up to each individual to determine his own destiny. As early as 1960, Heston made his opinions clear on this matter: “I think the founding fathers of the U.S.A. phrased it correctly: Happiness is something to pursue, not to possess. . . . You can’t guarantee any man happiness.” In his newsletter, Heston pointed out: “In our country, where we think of men as being created equal, there’ve been a few who started so, but soon grew greater than their fellows and taller than their times.” The intellectual neocons showed similar reverence for the founding fathers and made comparable pronouncements about equality. Kristol pointed out that, when the founding fathers said that all men were created equal, they did not mean that everyone was the same. They knew that “inequalities in intelligence, talent, and abilities were there but not extreme enough to justify a society of hereditary privilege,” and, therefore, they celebrated the differences in men as a source of excellence.15

The final, and perhaps strongest, aspect of the neoconservative view was anticommunism. Heston did not hesitate in revealing his strong anti-Communist stance. A man with such fervor for the qualities of self-reliance, independence, and equality of opportunity could not plausibly accept communism as a viable solution to the world’s problems. Communism stressed equality of outcome and elevated the community over the individual. Heston viewed such a doctrine as anathema to his very being. His anticommunism hardened when he toured East Berlin in July 1961. As one of the last Americans to travel relatively freely there, Heston wrote in his journal that the Communist city was “far more memorable than anything else I’ve seen here [Europe],” adding that “the contrast to West Berlin was horrifying” in terms of economic prosperity and political expression. Only one month after his visit, in August 1961, the Soviets erected the Berlin Wall to halt the exodus of East Germans into West Berlin. Anti-communism remained a central tenet of Heston’s political activism as a visceral neoconservative.

Anticommunism remained a cornerstone for the intellectual neocons as well. They considered communism to be the enemy of liberalism and the Soviet Union to be the greatest force of evil on the earth. For example, in 1953, Sidney Hook proclaimed: “It is now plain that the communist regimes of the world have turned out to be the greatest and cruelest heresy hunters in history, not merely in politics but in every branch of theory and practice.” Furthermore, intellectual neocons believed that progressives or leftists who tolerated communism were outright fools. In 1954, Kristol warned: “It is a fact that Communism rules one-third of the human race, and may soon rule more; and that it is the most powerful existing institution which opposes such changes and reforms as liberalism proposes.” He went on to ask: “Why, then, should not liberals, and liberals especially, fear and hate it?”16 Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the neoconservatives continued to warn their fellow liberals to remain vigilant against communism.

In fact, Kristol even went so far as to defend Joseph McCarthy, America’s chief Communist hunter and also its most controversial. McCarthy’s ascent to national prominence began on February 9, 1950, when he declared in a speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, to have a list of 250 people in the State Department known to be members of the American Communist Party. McCarthy rarely had the evidence to substantiate his accusations. Still, his claims resonated with the American public, and, in fact, the senator was only exploiting an anti-Communist network, including HUAC and the federal Loyalty Program instituted by President Harry Truman, that was already in place. The discovery of several high-profile spies, including Alger Hiss, a former State Department official, and Klaus Fuchs, a British physicist involved in America’s nuclear program, seemed to legitimate the need for strong anti-Communist policies. However, some liberals, calling themselves anti-anti-Communists, defended Hiss and attacked McCarthy. An incredulous Kristol derided them as “apologists.” In fact, he applauded the American public, with whom McCarthy enjoyed widespread support until 1954: “For there is one thing that the American people know about Senator McCarthy: he, like them, is unequivocally anti-Communist. About which the spokesmen for American liberalism, they feel they know no such thing. And with some justification.”17

Despite his spirited defense of the Republican McCarthy, Kristol and the neoconservatives generally voted for Democrats during the 1950s and 1960s and supported the party’s brand of Cold War liberalism. The party’s philosophy had actually moved to the right during World War II and the Cold War that rose in its aftermath when the Democratic leaders replaced New Deal liberalism with a more conservative agenda. One area in which this rightward shift immediately materialized was in economic policy. Rejecting the early New Dealers’ restraint of big business, postwar Democrats patterned themselves after Franklin D. Roosevelt’s post-1937 cabinet and continued to encourage the cooperation among government, business, and labor that World War II had necessitated. They adhered to the economic principles of the British economist John Maynard Keynes, first adopted by FDR after the 1937 recession, as their formula for economic growth. Keynes argued that governments should utilize fiscal policy, or taxing and spending, to promote economic expansion, a notion that had proved its merits during World War II. With factories running at full capacity, unemployment was eradicated, and consumer spending skyrocketed. After the advent of the Cold War in 1945 and 1946, the mechanism for prosperity remained, and the government continued to pump money into the economy. The unprecedented economic affluence that characterized the postwar years not only made the United States the world’s richest nation but also validated Keynesian policy in the eyes of most Americans.

The intellectual neocons accepted the compromise that the postwar Democrats struck between the anticapitalist business approach that had once characterized the party and the laissez-faire free market stance taken by the conservative Republicans. To be sure, Kristol and his allies were not impressed with the Republican Party’s “simple economic policy.” The neoconservatives accepted the Keynesian approach in the 1950s and 1960s, believing that a certain amount of government intervention in the economy was permissible, even desirable. They also considered pragmatically the relation between business and government. Kristol noted in 1960: “The economy is dominated by an interlocking directorate of Big Business which, while preaching competition and ‘free enterprise,’ manages things to suit its own convenience and sometimes the common good.” Kristol more closely resembled the leading Democrats than most intellectuals in assessing the power of big business. “Unlike my friends on the Left,” he noted lightly, “I have not been outraged by this state of affairs, since it always seemed more reasonable to me that something as important as Big Business should be managed by hard-faced professionals than by, say, the editors of The New Left Review.”18

The neocons also applauded Democratic internationalism. Although liberal and conservative Democrats struggled over how best to handle the Soviet Union, the hard-liners prevailed in designing the Cold War policies that came to be known as containment. As early as 1946, President Truman had characterized the Soviet Union as an aggressive threat. In 1947, in pledging to give military support to the monarchy of Greece, he announced the Truman Doctrine, committing American support to any and all nation-states fighting Communist encroachment. The majority of Democrats supported Truman’s stance, and liberal organizations quickly made their opposition to communism a prominent element of their platforms. For instance, Americans for Democratic Action advocated more liberal economic and civil rights policies at home but just as forcefully called for strong anticommunism in international and domestic affairs.

Finally, the Democratic commitment to expanding equal opportunity also drew in the neoconservatives. The Democrats believed that promoting overall economic growth would do the most toward achieving this goal, arguing that “a rising tide would lift all boats.” At the same time, the liberal members of the party also pushed for social programs, including an expansion of social security, an increase in the minimum wage, and the provision of housing, that were specifically designed to open up more opportunities for marginalized Americans. The issues of civil rights and racial justice also received unprecedented attention from the Democratic Party in the postwar era. FDR had already persuaded African Americans to join the party fold when he built his New Deal coalition, but the liberal elements of the party wanted to go even further, insisting on a strong civil rights plank similar to that offered by the Republican Party. After Hubert Humphrey, the new Democratic senator from Minnesota, made his fiery appeal to the 1948 national convention, the Democratic Party pledged to commit “itself to continuing its efforts to eradicate all racial, religious, economic discrimination. . . . Racial and religious minorities must have the right to live, the right to work, the right to vote, and the full and equal protection of the laws on a basis of equality with all citizens as guaranteed by the Constitution.” Southern Democrats accused the Democratic assembly of trying to “embarrass” their contingent and of practicing “totalitarian” behavior. These so-called Dixiecrats stormed out of the convention to form their own States’ Rights Party with South Carolina Governor Strom Thurmond as their candidate.19 The Democrats survived the Dixiecrat defection, and civil rights became a permanent fixture in the party’s agenda, even though the platform itself was weakened during the next election cycle.

In moving to the right on big business and to the left on racial justice, the Democrats made substantial changes in the party, so much so that their policies actually resembled the Republican policies on those issues. Still, important differences existed between the two national parties, distinctions substantial enough that neither Heston nor the rest of the neoconservatives considered the GOP to be a viable alternative. Between the 1940s and the 1960s, the Republican Party had not yet modernized. It seemed overly tied to the business community and to small-town America, and a dearth of intellectualism only added to the party’s woes. Furthermore, the Republican leadership had earned a reputation for isolationism and hostility to the New Deal in the 1930s and had difficulty overcoming its dour and old-fashioned image.

In fact, neither Heston nor the rest of the neocons seemed even to consider voting for a Republican presidential candidate, even when the Democrats stumbled and a number of new voices emerged in the GOP. After Truman’s stunning victory in 1948, the president struggled in both domestic and international affairs. His Fair Deal never achieved legislative success, and his Loyalty Program was, Republicans charged, utterly ineffective in dealing with Communist subversion at home. Furthermore, his efforts to contain communism in Asia floundered when the Korean War stalemated without an apparent plan for either victory or disengagement. The Democrats’ problems multiplied when General Dwight D. Eisenhower, fresh from his impressive command of Allied troops during World War II’s D-Day invasion, declared his candidacy for president on the Republican ticket. The popular Ike won in a landslide, marking a rebirth for the GOP at the presidential level, and ushering in a Republican-dominated Congress.

The neocons might have been tempted to start voting Republican as early as 1952 if Eisenhower’s nomination had indicated a substantial overhaul of the GOP. Alas, it was quite clear that the Republicans were not yet ready to modernize. Even though important Republicans, like New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller, proved capable of adjusting to the new role of the federal government in the economy and in international affairs, conservative elements of the party did not.20 They still appeared overly hostile to the federal government, an outdated approach that seemed especially passé in light of the Keynesian success. Furthermore, they took the opposite extreme of their isolationist stance of yesteryear, proclaiming America’s need to “roll back,” rather than contain, communism, a notion that smacked of irresponsibility in the nuclear age. Therefore, a serious rift opened between the conservative and the moderate liberal wings of the Republican Party, a division that congressional Democrats masterfully exploited. Senator Lyndon Baines Johnson of Texas worked quietly to insert Democratic language in key portions of Eisenhower’s bills. When conservative Republicans fought the proposals, it looked as if they were squabbling with their own president and party. LBJ used such strategies to keep the Republicans divided, regain public favor for the Democrats, and set the mechanisms in place for his own subsequent rise to power. Indeed, by 1954, the Republican Party seemed in danger of imploding when McCarthy finally overreached himself and was censured by his Senate colleagues.21 In 1956, the Democrats had regained control of Congress and retained the favor of the neoconservatives.

BEFORE HESTON BECAME A SUPERSTAR, he brazenly chastised actors who publicized their political opinions. After the release in 1952 of The Greatest Show on Earth, the famed gossip columnist Hedda Hopper quizzed him on the capability of films to provide broader messages beyond sheer entertainment. Heston replied that films should not have that responsibility but that he thought “a good film fulfills both purposes.” He drew the line between a “message” and “politics,” however, when he clarified: “Of course, if you mean a political message I would say no.” Heston considered the silver screen an inappropriate place for partisan jostling and extended that sentiment to include the personal lives of performers. “Incidentally,” he elaborated, “I’m supposed to be a rather outspoken individual, but I think actors, on any subject other than their own work, should keep quiet.”22 Considering the state of politics in Hollywood in the mid-1950s, it is not surprising that an up-and-coming actor would voice such an opinion, although it is amusingly contradictory to Heston’s later views.

Heston reversed his apolitical stance within only a few years and for a variety of reasons. Hollywood had become a permanent residence for the Hestons, and local issues drew him into the political scene. After he was cast in The Ten Commandments, his status as an international star resulted in more publicity and more questions about his political views, questions that he increasingly felt comfortable answering. The heightened publicity also necessitated more mingling with the entertainment community, which itself became increasingly political after John F. Kennedy won the Democratic nomination for president in 1960. Furthermore, SAG asked Heston to be on its board in 1960. This service exposed him to issues that he may not previously have considered and to a more politically minded group of colleagues. It appears that, because of these influences, Heston simply changed his mind about the appropriateness of actors in the political arena. He now began to view political activism as a responsibility. He told one filmographer that political engagements “are, you know, just things that everyone who is fortunate enough to have a successful career should undertake in my opinion.”23

Heston made his first political statement with a letter to his local government. In February 1955, he appealed to the mayor of Los Angeles for a memorial in honor of the late Thomas Edison, proposing that the city enact the necessary legislation, and even offering his own monetary contribution to set the project in motion. “It is appalling,” he wrote, “that nowhere in all Los Angeles—the world capital of the motion picture industry—is there a single lasting memorial to the man who invented the motion picture camera and projector.”24 It is not evident what accounted for Heston’s zeal over a rather trivial issue. However, his encouragement of an Edison memorial expressed his willingness to use his name to influence government and his penchant for dramatic rhetoric.

As the press paid more attention to him, Heston was increasingly willing to discuss both politics and religion, revealing in the process ideas similar to those being cultivated by other neocons in the making. The media hype surrounding The Ten Commandments included multiple interviews in which Heston described the making of the epic and pontificated on the biblical prophet Moses’ influence on the United States. Heston told one journalist that Americans owed their independence to Moses, arguing that the philosophies of the founding fathers stemmed from Moses’ own beliefs in equality. In true neoconservative fashion, he encouraged posting the Ten Commandments in classrooms and in public buildings. He called the proposal “a fine idea” because the commandments promoted the “secular behavior of everybody not just in church,” presumably meaning that one did not have to be a Christian to appreciate these standards. Heston’s willingness to inject religious principles into the public arena mirrored that of the neoconservatives. They believed that politics could not survive without morality and that morality is derived primarily from Judeo-Christian beliefs, specifically from the principles laid out in the Ten Commandments. Kristol unhesitatingly claimed: “A profound consensus on moral and political principles is the first condition for a decent society.”25 Both Heston and the intellectual neocons would go on to make similar assertions over the course of their public careers.

The neoconservatives continued to support the Democratic Party in the 1956 presidential election. Heston joined with Democrats for Stevenson to campaign in the governor’s second ill-fated contest against Eisenhower. His participation was limited, but at the least he signed a published petition indicating his support for the Democratic candidate. Not only did Heston agree with the party platform, but he was also drawn to Stevenson’s style, finding him a very attractive speaker. Heston, although he was admittedly “very green” politically, simply found Stevenson the more attractive candidate, as did many of Hollywood’s voters.26 Only a few celebrities campaigned on behalf of Eisenhower, the most famous being John Wayne.

Stevenson’s loss did not discourage Heston from participating in more public engagements. When, at Eisenhower’s invitation in 1959, Nikita Khrushchev toured the United States, 20th Century Fox held a luncheon for the Soviet premier and expected the leading Hollywood entertainers to attend. Some actors, including Ronald Reagan, refused, stating that such a social gathering implied approval of and friendship with the Soviets. Believing, however, that it was the diplomatic thing to do, Heston opted to attend the luncheon, along with such leading figures as Bob Hope, Jack Benny, and Frank Sinatra. Although none of the men approved of communism in the least, they did not consider themselves compromised simply by meeting Khrushchev. Heston’s refusal to join the boycott was a political act in itself. At the very least it indicated his support of President Eisenhower. Even though he had not voted for the president, Heston certainly wanted to support his commander in chief in matters of foreign policy. Snubbing Khrushchev would have been a slight to Eisenhower. In the midst of the Cold War, Heston believed it imperative to present a united front in dealing with the Soviets. This incident was among the first indicators of Heston’s willingness to delve into controversial issues and pursue what he believed to be a moderate solution. The intellectual neocons encouraged such conciliation. Podhoretz, for example, “still thought that the Soviet Union was out to conquer the world and that only American power stood in the way” but “that it was up to us to take the initiative.”27 In meeting with Khrushchev, Heston was acting out Podhoretz’s sentiments, albeit in a social situation.

In late 1959, members of the Hollywood community voted Heston into his first and only political office, that of honorary mayor of the city. Surprised by the announcement, his reaction to the news gave another clue to his conservative disposition. Not one to approve of unnecessary government bureaucracy, Heston accepted the position nevertheless. “I question the function of this office,” he lightheartedly wrote in his journal. “But I’ll operate on Jefferson’s principle: ‘The best government is the least government.’ ” Heston continued to repeat Jefferson’s famous maxim throughout his public career. The actor believed in using the state to improve the lives of Americans but feared that excessive government would result in a loss of freedom. A ceremonial office seemed harmless enough, however, and Heston assumed his new position. Furthermore, he felt increasingly comfortable revealing his political beliefs to his admirers. For instance, he started publishing a fan-based newsletter that supposedly was confined to his movie career, but he could not resist making political observations on a regular basis. Heston had all but abandoned his apolitical stance when, in 1960, he attended the Democratic national convention, held that year in Los Angeles.

Heston was prepared to support Stevenson again, as were most of the neoconservatives. Indeed, it probably would not have mattered who the Democratic nominee was. The Republicans still showed no willingness to modernize, and as Podhoretz attests: “To me . . . the Republicans were at once the party of stupidity and the party of resistance to change.”28 Therefore, when John F. Kennedy, the young senator from Massachusetts, won the nomination, an impressed Heston comfortably changed his allegiance. The intellectual neocons, however, did not warm to Kennedy as quickly as Heston did. Actually, most scholars and academics held reservations about the nominee, so much so that Arthur Schlesinger Jr. took it on himself to sell JFK to the intellectuals. Still, the nominee won their ultimate support. A more enthusiastic Heston planned to work on JFK’s campaign, but the filming of El Cid in Spain did not allow the time.29

Heston was considerably more approving of the party’s nominee than of the “appallingly frivolous” convention that he attended. “Who was it that said, ‘such a spectacle must offend the thoughtful and shock the fastidious’? It was like a giant premier party,” he wrote in his journal, indicating early in his political career his disapproval of wasting money. What Heston seems not to have realized is that the pomp and circumstance resulted in part from the new role of the media in politics. After the major networks began televising the Democratic and Republican national conventions, American politics dramatically and permanently changed, as did the political connection with Hollywood. By 1960, 95 percent of American households owned at least one television set. During presidential campaigns, the major networks aired the conventions, the debates, and political advertisements, drawing even more attention to a candidate’s image. Indeed, the age of television transformed political campaigns, which began to emphasize style as much as, if not more than, substance, creating a demand for articulate entertainers who knew exactly how to work the camera. Likewise, as politicians felt compelled to attempt their own hands at media posturing, Hollywood considered them less as impressive statesmen and more as awkward amateurs. As the dominating role of the media in politics became more inevitable, stars felt more comfortable with political participation.30

JFK made the merger between celebrities and politics possible for the first time since Roosevelt, although Kennedy himself did little to cultivate the connection. The senator fit Hollywood’s image of the perfect American president because of his effervescent youth, stylish looks, and easygoing humor. Already possessing ample supplies of the money and style that Hollywood offered, he looked to southern California simply as a diversion, continuing his excursions to Los Angeles for play—meaning, women—but very rarely for politics. On at least two occasions, Kennedy was aware of the potential benefits that Hollywood offered, but the significance of these examples was somewhat limited. At one point, he hired television consultants for his live debates against the Republican candidate, Vice President Richard Nixon. They assisted with camera angles, lighting, makeup, and other media considerations. However, this concept was hardly new. Eisenhower had hired the actor Robert Montgomery for the same purpose in 1956. Additionally, Frank Sinatra campaigned faithfully for Kennedy, fostering an easy connection between the candidate and the stars, especially the legendary Rat Pack. Eventually, however, JFK felt compelled to sever his ties with Sinatra. Kennedy feared that the singer’s connections with the notorious mobster Salvatore (Sam) Giancana could possibly damage his own credibility. Although Hollywood proved to be more enamored of JFK than was he in turn of the entertainment industry, the one-sidedness of this relationship does not negate its importance. Celebrity politics was back in the air, glamorous, attractive, and deemed a vital subject of conversation.31

Heston enthusiastically supported Kennedy’s promise to connect American prosperity with the country’s responsibilities abroad. JFK promised a more intense version of the postwar abundance and international superiority that Americans had come to expect, a message substantiated by his own youth and vigor. Nixon found himself saddled with his own conservative image as well as Eisenhower’s grandfatherly persona. He, as part of the incumbent administration, was also blamed for the loss of economic momentum that had characterized the late 1940s and the early 1950s. The country experienced losses in economic growth that were small but noticeable enough for the Democrats to seize on as legitimate campaign issues. For instance, Kennedy pointed out that, while the gross national product grew at a rate of 3.8 percent between 1947 and 1954, it had risen only 3.2 percent between 1954 and 1960. He then proposed a platform that called for a 5 percent annual growth rate that would be produced by “Keynes-cum-growth” economics, in which the government pumped up demand through various tax measures. In other words, he would not rely solely on increased government spending to achieve growth. Kennedy vowed to “get the country moving again” on foreign policy issues as well. He accused the Eisenhower administration of allowing a “missile gap” to emerge between the United States and the Soviet Union and of practicing a rigid and tired old containment policy, a claim buttressed by recent Soviet achievements. The Soviets shocked the world when they launched the world’s first intercontinental ballistic missile in August 1957 and then the world’s first man-made satellite in October. Proposing a more aggressive version of containment, Kennedy pledged to build up the military and reach out to the Third World in a positive manner. In terms of racial justice, the Republicans appealed to some African Americans with their own civil rights plank, but the Catholic Kennedy eventually won over the largely Protestant black voters by reaching out to Martin Luther King Jr. and calling for the desegregation of federal housing.32

Although he ultimately embraced politics and used his celebrity status to his advantage, Heston did so with reservations about how much of a difference he could plausibly make and how much of an influence he, as an actor, should be allowed to exercise. In a jocular 1960 press release, Heston attempted to resolve the apprehension he felt about using his stardom for political purposes: “An actor pontificating on politics is about the equivalent of a high school boy describing the charms of Sophia Loren: he’s just in way over his head.” But he went on to defend an actor’s right to lend his or her opinions to the public record. “It’s a very old and very healthy American custom,” he argued. Moreover, although an actor may be out of his or her league, the rest of the citizenry probably was, too, Heston assumed. “Hardly anybody DOES know anything about politics,” he exclaimed. Even though he defended the right of actors to speak politically, he did not give much credence to their opinions, including his own, and encouraged Americans to think independently: “I think Frank Sinatra sings One More for My Baby better than anyone else alive, but I’d hate to think he was influencing all the people who agree with me on that as to which man to vote for on November 8th, because I don’t think he knows that much about Presidents.” He himself pledged not to be influenced by his fellow actors and approved of taking advice only from political experts, naming Walter Lippmann in particular: “They’ve been at it a long time and they know more about it than the rest of us, but beyond that I’d rather go it alone.”33 By releasing this self-deprecating statement, Heston attempted to resolve the tension between his earlier statements against entering politics and his seemingly contradictory work on Democratic national campaigns.

Once elected, Kennedy did not disappoint Heston. The youngest president-elect in U.S. history, Kennedy laid out an inspiring American mission in his 1961 inaugural address. “We shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty,” he pledged in a voice ringing with promise. Kennedy’s economic policies enjoyed a successful start, although he would not live to see them to fruition. Between 1961 and 1965, the gross national product increased at a rate above the projected 5 percent, employment increased by 2.5 percent per year, and poverty dropped from 22.4 percent in 1960 to 14.7 percent in 1966. Kennedy oversaw the most enormous peacetime military buildup in U.S. history to that point, hoping to be able to handle any type of potential conflict—from guerrilla to conventional to nuclear warfare. Although the Kennedy administration’s failure in the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion was an international embarrassment, the president redeemed himself to Americans, including Heston, the following year during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Kennedy’s willingness to stand up to Khrushchev so impressed Heston that he wrote in his journal: “I felt scared, and proud. It’s been a long time since we took any initiative in the world.”34

THE BURGEONING CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT drew Heston into politics at the grassroots level, and, during his involvement with the campaign for racial justice, Heston largely acted out the sentiments of the intellectual neocons. The intellectual neocons showed their support for the civil rights campaigns in their writings; Heston did so by actually participating in demonstrations. The intellectuals articulated their reservations about certain policies and individuals associated with the movement; Heston demonstrated his uncertainties through his leadership and decisionmaking. Heston and the intellectual neocons are noteworthy not only because their ideas paralleled each other’s but also because they lent their support to an unpopular cause. Even Hollywood, as enamored as it was of JFK, took significant prodding before becoming involved in the civil rights movement at the grassroots level. Heston was one of the first marquee players to lend his name to the cause.

The Supreme Court had banned segregation in educational facilities in 1954 with Brown v. Board of Education, a ruling that reversed Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and, supposedly, overturned the system of de jure segregation that had become a way of life in the South after the Civil War. Hoping to accelerate the desegregation process, several organizations assumed leading roles in what is known as the modern civil rights movement, primarily the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (formed in 1957), the Congress of Racial Equality (founded in 1942 as the Committee of Racial Equality), the Fellowship of Reconciliation (founded in England in 1914), and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (formed in 1960). Adopting aspects of Gandhian thought, American pacifism, and Christian idealism, these organizations set the standard for nonviolent direct action that characterized the struggle. Public transportation systems across the South were desegregated with these methods, as were drugstore lunch counters.

Impressed with the civil rights movement in its early stages, both the intellectual neocons and Heston soon made their approval known. Podhoretz remembers: “I was enthralled by everything connected with the civil rights movement in this period of its history.” And Commentary, the journal he edited, reflected those views. Likewise, when Heston learned that his friend Dr. Jolly West was involved with desegregation campaigns in Oklahoma City, he immediately wrote him a congratulatory note of support and soon became involved himself. “I guess it’s time I did something about this kind of thing besides deploring it at cocktail parties,” he wrote in his journal.35 Civil rights activists had been organizing sit-ins in Oklahoma City since 1958, nearly three years before Heston got involved, and had made slow but steady progress in persuading local businesses to desegregate. Still, in 1961, plenty of establishments in that city remained segregated.

Clara Luper, the dynamic engineer of the demonstrations, noted the dramatic effect that Heston’s presence had on residents of Oklahoma City, including the demonstrators themselves. She attests that news of Heston’s arrival “had spread like wild fire and large crowds had assembled on Main Street to get a quick glimpse of the star.” Heston accompanied West and Dr. Chester M. Pierce, an African American physician at the local Veterans Hospital, to lead eighty marchers through the streets of downtown where the three strongholds of segregation—John A. Brown’s Department Store, Anna Maude’s Cafeteria, and Bishop’s Restaurant—were located. His placard read “All Men Are Created Equal—Thomas Jefferson” on the front and “Racial Discrimination Is Un-American” on the back. The three men inspired great bursts of applause, and Heston frequently stopped to shake hands with bystanders and talk with fans during the march. The integrationist forces attracted far more supporters than detractors and saw no violence, although Luper notes that a few hecklers singled out Heston with such denunciations as: “Go back to Hollywood, you Jew!!” (apparently confusing Heston’s movie roles with his real life). Heston did not mention the hecklers in his journal or in statements to the press; however, he did note that they had not created the confrontation that they had expected and told a reporter the next day: “I suspect the next time I come to Oklahoma City, there won’t be anything to demonstrate. The sentiments of the city are clearly in favor of desegregation.” Indeed, Oklahoma City would continue to desegregate, although the integrationists would not achieve total victory until the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Even so, Luper gratefully claims: “Every step that Heston, West and Pierce took was adding tons of Freedom vitamins to our tired bodies that had been protesting for three years.” Heston declared his “small civil rights activism” in Oklahoma “a significant milestone for me.” Thereafter, he enthusiastically delved into a variety of public-sector issues, attributing his involvement to “a certain Scot’s contrariness and a tendency to shoot my mouth off” but also to his “expanded persona, riding the tiger.”36

Although Oklahoma City managed to avoid widespread violence, not surprisingly many Southern cities did not. Other civil rights campaigns—like one under the direction of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in Birmingham, Alabama, in May 1963—resulted in highly publicized confrontations. Nonviolent protesters, including strategically placed schoolchildren, were attacked by the Birmingham police, who used clubs, fire hoses, and snarling dogs to force back demonstrators. The horrific scene was televised across America, the images, accompanied by similar displays of Southern resistance elsewhere, eliciting Northern sympathy for the movement. Only one month later, Alabama Governor George “Segregation Forever” Wallace physically barred two African American students from entering the University of Alabama. Appalled, Kennedy ordered the Alabama National Guard to protect the students and the next day went on television to ask for a federal civil rights bill.

Until this speech, JFK had avoided civil rights legislation for both personal and political reasons. As a moderate Democrat, he found executive action, presidential appointments, and the enforcement of existing laws more “personally compatible” with his style. He made more presidential appointments of African Americans than any previous president, and, under his guidance, the Justice Department actively promoted voter education projects in the South. However, the Democratic coalition was a precarious one, and he did not want to jeopardize his pending economic proposals by angering the South with civil rights legislation, especially when he felt that economic policy was the best approach to improving the well-being of African Americans. The violence in Birmingham and the theatrics of George Wallace eroded his resolve, and he began to consider the fight for civil rights a moral crisis in America. In his nationwide speech, Kennedy appealed to the minds of Americans: “Today . . . when Americans are sent to Viet-Nam or West Berlin, we do not ask for whites only. It ought to be possible, therefore, for American students of any color to attend any public institution they select without having to be backed up by troops.” Then he appealed to their hearts. “The heart of the question is whether all Americans are to be afforded equal rights and equal opportunities, whether we are going to treat our fellow Americans as we want to be treated.”37 The president announced a bill that attacked segregation by barring discrimination in all public facilities.

Kennedy’s bill immediately bottlenecked in Congress, but, because the fight against segregation in cities like Birmingham had captured the media spotlight, civil rights activists believed that the time was ripe to push the issue on Capitol Hill. The movement’s leaders returned to an idea first proposed by A. Philip Randolph in 1940. The president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, Randolph had emerged as the leading figure in the black labor movement when he negotiated a contract for the employment of African Americans with the railroads in 1937. Noting the racism in New Deal programs and then the discrimination that excluded blacks from defense jobs during World War II, Randolph threatened FDR with a fifty-thousand-strong march on the nation’s capital. Roosevelt acquiesced to Randolph’s demands in June 1941 by issuing Executive Order 8802, which forbade discrimination by any defense contractors, and by establishing the Federal Employment Practices Commission. With this victory, Randolph canceled the march but kept in mind the powerful leverage that the threat afforded him. With black unemployment at double the rate for whites and the civil rights bill still unrealized in 1963, the seventy-one-year-old Randolph proposed a new march for “jobs and freedom”—what became known as the March on Washington. Randolph and longtime activist Bayard Rustin hoped to mobilize 100,000 participants for the unprecedented demonstration, and an overwhelming show of support came forth. Several of the movement’s most respected leaders, known as the “Big Six,” gathered and established the nature and goals of the march—to support Kennedy’s legislation, demonstrate without civil disobedience, and encourage integration. Incidentally, these objectives were more moderate than Randolph and Rustin first intended.38 Although JFK remained skeptical, a number of ad hoc groups popped up nationwide to organize their own Washington-bound contingents, one of which formed in Hollywood.

Heston joined the March on Washington Movement along with several other leading entertainers and liberals. The idea first arose in May 1963 when, after persuading craft guilds to open their ranks to black workers, Martin Luther King Jr. addressed a small group of well-known actors in Burt Lancaster’s home. During his informal speech, King shared his personal experiences with racism. Appalled and sympathetic, the group donated $75,000 to King and moved to form a celebrity delegation to participate in the upcoming march. Calling themselves the Arts Group, the committee gathered at Marlon Brando’s home on July 26, 1963, and “when the dust cleared” had elected Heston as its chair. Wary of this role, Heston commented: “I suppose I was elected chairman because of the time I put in with SAG . . . or maybe just because I’d gotten all those folks through the Red Sea.” He did not mention his previous civil rights experience, also a likely factor in his selection.39

Heston recruited an impressive number of entertainers, providing leadership for a cause that many celebrities were unwilling to support. Only ten artists joined the original committee, including Brando, Peter Brown, Tony Curtis, Mel Ferrer, Tony Franciosa, Virgil Frye, Burt Lancaster, and Billy Wilder. However, by August 7, the committee had recruited at least sixty new additions, including Shirley MacLaine, Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra, Steve McQueen, Gene Kelly, Paul Newman, Joanne Woodward, Debbie Reynolds, Lena Horne, Sidney Poitier, Harry Belafonte, Sammy Davis Jr., Kirk Douglas, Judy Garland, Dennis Hopper, Eartha Kitt, and Pearl Bailey. This growth did not come easily or without detractors. For example, Heston could not persuade his friend George Stevens to join the committee at all, and Stevens almost talked Heston out of the whole endeavor because of their mutual suspicion of group action. Nor did most Americans approve of the proposed march. One Gallup poll revealed that two-thirds of Americans, in fact, disapproved.40

Indeed, large-scale civil rights activity had never taken a firm hold in Hollywood because the few African Americans who did work in the industry feared that they would endanger their careers by creating controversy. Studio heads had even urged Heston, in the middle of his indefatigable Ben-Hur run, to rethink his participation in the Oklahoma City picketing. They worried that he might “alienate moviegoers,” a somewhat surprising concern since Heston had already won his Oscar for the movie and it had been playing in theaters for almost two years. Heston brushed off their warnings, but few African American actors could afford to do so. Black entertainers were well aware that “causing trouble” could spell the end of their careers. For example, the renowned Sidney Poitier joined some other black actors to petition the Actors’ Equity Association regarding black employment, but they were rebuffed with threats of blacklisting. In fact, the head of the Negro Actor’s Guild physically threatened Poitier for not being more “accommodating.” Moreover, when the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) had attempted to instigate civil rights activity in Hollywood in 1951, its efforts fell flat with the black actors themselves. The NAACP imposed a censure on the popular radio-turned-television show Amos ’n’ Andy. It applauded the show’s all-black cast, and appreciated its popularity with African Americans, but condemned its blatantly stereotypical humor. Most African Americans in Hollywood, however, including the actors in the series itself, found the NAACP’s censure antithetical to their interests. They considered the NAACP leadership a bunch of “naïve do-gooders” who had put the actors’ livelihoods in jeopardy. The actors insisted that they should be able to choose their own roles without the interference of the NAACP.41 The awareness that creating controversy could effectively end a career, as well as the disagreement over what was best for black performers, hampered civil rights activity in Hollywood. When the opportunity to address national civil rights concerns presented itself, however, many black actors did join the movement.

As the chair of the Arts Group, Heston made decisions that revealed his moderate approach, starting with the “statement of purpose committee” that he directed. The committee focused on legislative progress and the traditional functions of government, without resorting to radical solutions. First, the committee members made a general call for improving the proposed civil rights legislation pending in Congress. Second, they sought to “dramatize the issues for the general public” through peaceful demonstrations, meetings with members of Congress, and a conference with President Kennedy. Heston purposely avoided radical suggestions throughout the planning stages of the March on Washington, even voicing skepticism of group demonstrations in general, in spite of his leadership role in the Arts Group. He confided in his journal: “Instinctively I share [George Stevens’s] opposition to group action. I don’t like to follow other men’s drums; I like to walk by myself, but here I am, ass-deep in a complicated, emotionally charged group action.” He also pointedly informed the media that each of the artists involved was nonpartisan and acting of his or her own accord: “We’re no organization, we have no name. This is all on an individual basis.” When Heston flew to New York and temporarily abandoned his chairmanship a week before the march, he appointed James Garner to cochair with Marlon Brando, hoping that Garner’s “cooler head” would prevail in his absence. While he was away, Brando and Newman fulfilled Heston’s fears when they flew to Gadsden, Alabama, to attempt to mediate between city officials and civil rights groups during a demonstration in that city. After getting word of their unsuccessful trip, Heston fumed in his journal that Brando and Newman had gotten involved in Gadsden “without checking with me, or anyone else, as far as I can tell.” His outrage continued: “This is the hook you hang on with a group. You can answer for what you do yourself, but how can you answer for what all the others do?”42

Heston’s fears over group action stemmed largely from his unwillingness to engage in civil disobedience, a tactic entertained by some of the more liberal members of the Arts Group and a cornerstone of King’s approach to the fight for racial justice. The Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955, for example, which had elevated King to national prominence, was sparked by Rosa Parks’s decision to break the city’s bus laws. Moreover, King himself had spent time in jail for violating civil rights statutes. Still, Heston rejected civil disobedience as an option for the Arts Group. He believed that such a tactic should be avoided at all costs, especially since the leaders of the March on Washington had decided not to employ it. He explained his views in a later interview, saying that following the democratic processes guaranteed by the Constitution did not require resorting to civil disobedience. Heston considered civil disobedience extreme and unhealthy, even characterizing it as an option “only for dictatorships.” Heston would not have joined the march had its leaders decided to engage in lawbreaking, and he tried to lead the Arts Group according to his own principles. He noted: “There were some of us who were primarily hooked on the drama of a civil rights demonstration, not on making it work. Our meetings were studded with rousing speeches about chaining ourselves to the Jefferson Monument and lying down on Pennsylvania Avenue.” Paraphrasing a common expression, Heston vowed that as long as he was in charge: “We’re doing it the way it says in the book.” He worked for a balance between the naysayers, like Stevens, and those who promoted more dramatic action, like Brando. Therefore, he considered himself a centrist on civil rights issues, lamenting: “Moderates don’t make themselves heard on public questions. It’s too bad because moderates make a democracy work.”43 Heston would enter into many political frays seeing himself as an independent voice of reason.

His chairmanship of the Arts Group exposed Heston to the wide variety of opinions and policy proposals being discussed by African American leaders. Such conferences forced him to clarify his own opinions. Even though he strongly supported legislation prohibiting segregation, after accompanying King to a meeting between the NAACP and the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) Heston realized that he was skeptical of issues beyond the confines of the proposed bill. An Urban League dinner prompted similarly moderate views. “There were some very impressive people, though I can’t agree with those who feel there’s some sort of racial indemnity for the ‘failures of the past,” ’ he confessed in his journal.44 Heston supported the civil rights bill because he believed that it would open up equal opportunity for African Americans and allow them access they had previously been denied. However, he also believed that the federal government should be limited in scope and questioned the legitimacy and even the likelihood for success of its ventures into matters as personal as race.

Furthermore, Heston was prepared to distance himself from those activists who did not share his moderate ideas. When he learned that he would be reading a speech prepared by the author James Baldwin, he became quite concerned, especially because he would not be able to review it until the day of the march. Baldwin had willingly discussed “black rage” and possible revolution in such works as The Fire Next Time (1963), and Heston feared that those themes would pervade the piece he was scheduled to read. He even went so far as to write his own speech in case he deemed Baldwin’s unacceptable. He was relieved when he found that Baldwin had “kept the nature of the event” in mind when composing his piece.45 Heston’s skepticism of Baldwin mirrored that of the intellectual neocons, especially Norman Podhoretz. Although Podhoretz respected Baldwin’s “loyalty and courage,” he had little sympathy for the black nationalism that Baldwin promoted. Heston ultimately approved Baldwin’s speech, but he was ready to act on his reservations about the controversial author.

The march peacefully assembled black and white Americans for a common cause and is considered a high-water mark for the civil rights movement. On August 28, 1963, over 200,000 demonstrators gathered on the Mall in Washington, and all three major television networks broadcast all or parts of the event. Although the Arts Group was a comparatively small delegation, it drew significant publicity to the event and contributed to the day’s positive ambience. The members of the Arts Group delivered speeches, provided entertainment, and, according to Variety, brought a “relaxed and peaceful ‘country fair’ mood to the huge demonstration.” Ossie Davis emceed a preliminary show that included music by Joan Baez and Bob Dylan, statements of support delivered by Belafonte and others, and a presentation by Burt Lancaster of a scroll signed by fifteen hundred Americans living abroad. During the march itself, the actors carried no signs or placards and were not immediately recognized until a group of young girls called attention to the contingent by “shrieking at Lancaster, Belafonte, Poitier, Newman, and Heston.” King easily transcended this excitement with his rousing “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Washington Monument. Afterward, Kennedy received the Big Six at the White House, and the President told Rustin that he would throw his weight behind the pending bill to convince resistant members of Congress to vote for it.46 The civil rights bill would finally pass the following year under Lyndon Johnson.

Heston was extremely proud of his participation in the march, and the event drew an unprecedented number of stars into politics. At day’s end, Heston wrote in his journal that the march’s execution “shows the strength of this country when our constitutional right to peaceable assembly can be exercised in such thousands, with such dignity and happy determination. Jefferson, whose monument was the last thing I saw tonight on my way to the airport, would have approved. Indeed, he would’ve said ‘I told you so.’ ” The Washington event would be Heston’s last civil rights march. He considered joining King in Montgomery in March 1965 for a demonstration to show support for three hundred marchers who had traveled from Selma to Montgomery and gained national attention after being attacked by the Alabama state police. Heston felt it both “meaningful” and “necessary” to attend but could not fit it into his schedule.47

The Selma march prompted President Johnson to propose the Voting Rights Act in 1965, and after its passage Heston did not consider joining any more civil rights demonstrations. With legal barriers out of the way, many white and black activists considered the struggle, at least in terms of securing federal legislation, to be over. Others, however, did not, and a number of activists turned their attention to social and economic discrimination in the North. Indeed, African Americans faced racism not just in the South. It was not uncommon for Northern cities to be segregated—a result of white hostility and black solidarity. Still, when the civil rights movement traveled north, the neoconservatives disagreed with many of the assumptions behind the shift. Podhoretz noted the failure of these more radical liberals to differentiate between the de facto segregation of the North and the de jure segregation of the South, an oversight that erroneously placed the North, which had passed laws prohibiting discrimination, on a par with the South. Furthermore, Podhoretz disagreed with the ongoing pursuit of integration. He noted that it was common for immigrant groups to be divided into ethnic enclaves. Why should it be any different for African Americans? Forcing integration with federal mandates seemed to him foolish and naive.48 Heston illustrated the neoconservative beliefs through his inaction, that is, his decision to join no more demonstrations as they moved north and as the increasingly radical activists pursued goals beyond antidiscrimination laws. Instead, he became more heavily involved in SAG and in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.

A distinctive mark of Kennedy’s presidency was the sense of both cultural refinement and public service that he and the first lady brought to his administration, of which Heston became a part. The elegance of the inaugural ball foreshadowed the administration’s interest in the arts, as did the Inaugural Committee’s decision to specially invite prizewinners in the arts, sciences, and humanities to the swearing in. The ultrarefined, ultrachic Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy brought glamour to the White House with her very presence. Furthermore, she launched a massive project to renovate the White House and make a distinct Kennedy imprint on the mansion. She solicited private donations of many of the mansion’s original furnishings. She also organized the White House Fine Arts Committee, had the mansion declared a national monument, and incorporated the White House Historical Association.49

Heston took on a number of responsibilities in the Kennedy administration, responsibilities that revolved around art and film. In 1961, he acted as the official U.S. delegate and chair to the Eleventh International Film Festival in Berlin. Chosen by the Department of State, Heston attended the festival for two weeks along with MPAA President Eric Johnston and the director Billy Wilder. Heston’s duties were not particularly tasking, but he was proud to have been selected as a representative of his country. The following year, Heston impersonated FDR in a series of films on the late president for the Defense Department. Although the scripts highlighted Roosevelt’s relief programs during the Great Depression, they also emphasized programs, such as the Civilian Conservation Corps, that favored employment over cash payments. Heston could have been expressing his own sentiments when he quoted FDR’s remarks about the harmful effects of government handouts. “When any man or woman goes on a dole, something happens to them mentally,” he repeated. “The quicker they are taken off the dole . . . the better it is for them for the rest of their lives.”50 Heston’s work for the Kennedy administration kept the actor aligned with the Democrats and made him feel like part of the administration. However, the projects were bipartisan in appeal and not solely confined to Democratic interests.

Kennedy was assassinated November 22, 1963, and his death deeply affected Heston. When CBS asked the actor to read a eulogy at the slain president’s memorial service, he gratefully accepted, feeling that he had been “given a purpose to carry us through this dark weekend.” After several days, Heston found that “the world, or at least my thinking of it, slowly began to return to normal, though the waste of that tough man’s death still stabs as you pick up the threads you dropped on Friday.”51

Kennedy and Heston shared a common approach to political problems and ideas. After the president’s death, Heston continued to model himself after the moderate Democrat, while others got wrapped up in Kennedy’s rhetoric and carried that energy further than the president had ever intended. The Kennedy biographer Herbert S. Parmet argues that JFK distinguished himself from his Democratic and Republican rivals by asking for sacrifices: “It was the missionary approach, the sailing-against-the-wind romanticism that conveys a masculine, messianic quality and portrays the stakes as choices between freedom and slavery, between extinction and survival.” Kennedy’s carefully cultivated image was similar to the persona that Heston conveyed as Moses and Ben-Hur, and his idealistic yet conservative nature was much like the philosophy that drove Heston’s politics. Tellingly, Parmet concludes: “Kennedy was a Democrat by culture and geography only. Having come to power by that route, his only way to move ahead was by mobilizing the remnants of the New Deal, trying to resurrect and reorder that coalition through a style that fused moderation with idealism.” Nor did Heston have an intense loyalty to the Democratic Party. It is this intriguing mix of moderation and idealism that perfectly captured the essence of Heston’s political approach during the civil rights movement and in his other public involvements. Keeping one foot in reality illustrated the general strategy of the neoconservatives. In fact, Irving Kristol would later define neoconservatives as “liberals mugged by reality.”52 Eventually, the neoconservatives would believe that the Democrats had lost the ability to find verity.

Lyndon Johnson attempted to heal the nation by continuing Kennedy’s programs, centering his legislative goals on unrealized bills instigated by the late president. Heston became even more involved in the Johnson administration than he was in Kennedy’s, yet he continued to display his moderately idealistic nature and to shy away from any definitive party loyalty. For example, although he “rejoiced” at Johnson’s landslide victory over the Republican nominee, Barry Goldwater, “with beans and beer,” he found himself intrigued with the Arizona senator. Goldwater prided himself on “offering a choice, not an echo,” to Americans in the 1964 presidential campaign. Whereas moderate and liberal Republicans had accepted the framework of the New Deal, Goldwater wanted to dismantle FDR’s programs, reverse the Keynesian trend, and reduce the size and responsibility of the government. Each day, Heston passed a billboard proclaiming one of Goldwater’s central campaign slogans: “In Your Heart, You Know He’s Right.” “I’d try not to look, or at least not think about it. But one morning there was a convoy of trucks coming through the crossroad,” he later recalled. “As we waited, I experienced a true revelation, almost an epiphany, like St. Paul on the road to Damascus. I looked at that photograph of Goldwater and said softly, ‘Son of a bitch . . . he is right!’ And I knew he was.”53

Of course, this “epiphany” was recounted in hindsight, and there were certainly aspects of Goldwater’s platform with which Heston did not agree, namely, the candidate’s opposition to the civil rights bill for which Heston had marched. However, trends in the national party alignment indicated that conservative Democrats like Heston, Kristol, and Podhoretz might very well find common ground with the Republicans in the near future. First, the intellectual base of the Republican Party had grown considerably larger since the mid-1950s and had finally succeeded in articulating a viable definition of conservatism. By 1964, such individuals as William Buckley, Russell Kirk, and James Burnham had risen to national prominence and succinctly explained conservatism as opposition to the growth of government power and the centralization of that power, to egalitarianism, and to containment (a policy they considered “appeasement”). Their hostility toward the state and toward utopian notions of equality resembled the skepticism that conservative Democrats held toward liberalism. Second, conservative Republican intellectuals voiced misgivings about the civil rights movement that resonated with conservative Democrats, and not just Southerners. Republican intellectuals also questioned the liberal focus on integration, believing that such an approach rendered the “multidimensional” race problem (which included such considerations as justice, the preservation of a federal system, and the maintenance of order) to a one-dimensional quandary. Addressing it as such was simplistic and possibly dangerous, said Republicans, sounding rather like Podhoretz.

Despite the signs that conservative Democrats and Republicans might eventually reach a mutual understanding, it was not yet to be. To the horror of many Americans, conservative Republicans persisted in their calls to roll back communism, even if it meant using nuclear bombs to do so. Furthermore, the Republicans needed an attitude adjustment. As the historian George Nash puts it: “The general mood was one of pessimism about the declining Old Republic.” Indeed, Goldwater suffered a devastating loss at the polls, but election returns indicated that the Republicans had made significant gains in the South, previously a Democratic stronghold. Goldwater carried Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, and Georgia as well as his home state of Arizona.54 Because of these heartening trends, the Right reenergized and determined to make the most of the defeat. It was not long before Heston and the neoconservatives found the conservative Republican agenda the more attractive platform.

Another trend highlighted by the 1964 election was the large number of celebrities involved in the campaign. Far more celebrities joined in the national election that year than had in 1960. Their partisan bias was clear. Democrats had seized the advantage in Hollywood because of JFK’s reverberating appeal and the damage that conservatives had caused with the blacklist in the 1950s. This increased interest served many candidates well, as the exploding costs of media-driven campaigns forced more politicians onto the national campaign trail to raise funds. Hollywood, with all its glittering affluence, became an essential stop for any national candidate looking for treasure. However, it was moguls, not celebrities, who distinguished themselves as the most important fund-raisers in the 1960s. For example, Lew Wasserman of the Music Corporation of America and Arthur Krim of United Artists established the President’s Club for the DNC in 1963, in which a $1,000 membership guaranteed the opportunity to brush up against the political elite. The President’s Club foreshadowed fundamental changes in fund-raising, especially at the presidential level. First, the club attracted more Hollywood donors who expressed an increased interest in national political issues. Second, it emphasized the growing tendency to contribute to an individual candidate rather than to the party at large. Above all, Wasserman’s President’s Club helped realize the new expectation that movie executives would cultivate friendships with politicians.55

Despite the fact that Hollywood generally favored the Democrats, the Republicans enjoyed the support of Ronald Reagan, the most politically savvy movie star yet to hit the campaign trail for either national party. Reagan had hosted General Electric Theater from 1954 to 1962, a television variety show that also showcased an appliance-laden lifestyle. Indeed, the leaders of General Electric (GE) envisioned the program as a way to tout the merits of big business, and Reagan became a right-wing spokesperson when working for the company, delivering conservative speeches nationwide. After he left GE, Reagan continued to espouse what the historian Garry Wills calls “The Speech,” a warning of the double menace of big government and insidious communism. In 1964, Reagan impressed the California Goldwater delegation when he made “The Speech” at a fund-raising dinner for the Arizona senator. The Californians arranged for Reagan to deliver it again on national television during the Republican national convention in Los Angeles. It was an unqualified hit. Reagan’s magnificent delivery of a then-unpopular conservative message signaled to the party leaders that the actor had the potential to be an important force in the GOP. Reagan’s successful oratory accomplished two things—it launched his own political career and demonstrated the importance of presentation. Reagan forced the parties to recognize the usefulness of celebrities who specialized in charming the camera and the audience alike.56

The Democrats also made greater use of celebrities. During the 1964 campaign, the Bi-Partisan Campaign on Arts and Communications formed in support of LBJ, and a number of entertainers campaigned on his behalf. During LBJ’s second term, various administration figures encouraged the president to promote even more celebrity activism. In a memo written to Johnson and carbon-copied to Jack Valenti, the president’s aide and conduit to the stars, the first lady’s social secretary, Bess Abell, advocated using entertainers to act as “administrative spokes[persons] in much the same way [the stars] did during the campaign.” Abell especially cited their potential assistance in publicizing “the President’s program of economic opportunity, manpower retraining, [and] plans for progress.” Johnson and Valenti saw the merits of Abell’s memo, and they encouraged new levels of celebrity activism. Johnson invited celebrities to the White House on a regular basis, especially for events involving international guests or for matters concerning the arts. One friend of the Democratic administration, actor Gregory Peck, visited the White House seven times for such occasions, and another, Kirk Douglas, was received four times between 1964 and 1968. Peck and his wife even spent a long weekend at Johnson’s Texas ranch in May 1968. However, these visits pale in comparison to the mogul Lew Wasserman’s many meetings at the White House. According to the White House diary cards, Wasserman appeared at the Pennsylvania Avenue mansion no less than fifteen times, sometimes with the expressed purpose of discussing policy matters.57

One way in which Johnson recruited more celebrities was through an international cultural exchange system that sent various professionals overseas for an interchange of educational and cultural ideas. Kennedy had first set up the program when he signed the Mutual Educational and Cultural Exchange Act in September 1961. Presenting the act as a “component of our foreign relations,” Kennedy asserted that such an exchange of people and ideas served as a “fundamental aid in developing understanding of each other’s problems as well as consolidating existing friendship between the peoples of the United States” and those of other nations. By 1963, over ten thousand people from the United States had traveled to 130 countries and territories under this act, and the number continued to grow. In the fall of 1963, the Department of State reorganized the cultural presentations program to retreat from “its original competitive character” against similar Soviet endeavors and to better “reflect abroad the state of the performing arts in America” by selecting individuals and groups who displayed the “highest artistic quality.”58 Heston was chosen as such an artist when the State Department invited him to become involved in the cultural exchange program in 1965 and 1966.

Heston traveled to Nigeria, Egypt, Australia, and New Zealand for the United States, and these trips reinforced his commitment to the Johnson administration. In 1964, the program had newly emphasized smaller performing arts groups. Not only did they cost less, but visits by such groups also were more flexible, allowed for more personal contacts, and accommodated more widespread travel within a country. Heston’s experience certainly illustrated these advantages. When touring Nigeria, Heston “spent a most interesting and I hope useful time” visiting the capitals of East and West Nigeria, Enugu and Ibadan, and a number of other cities to sign autographs and talk with everyday people. A presidential command performance of Ben-Hur to raise money for charity sold out and was the highlight of the trip. A reporter from Variety lauded Heston’s efforts: “His poise and class did a lot for the much maligned motion picture industry and the ‘ugly American’ canard.” Likewise, during his trip to Australia and New Zealand in 1966, Heston presented a number of readings and film screenings in Auckland, Wellington, Canberra, Melbourne, Perth, and Adelaide. Taking care to select his readings from both American literature and the literature of the country he was visiting, Heston again was a big success with these host countries, as was Kirk Douglas, who carried out similar missions to such exotic places as Morocco, Tunis, and Algeria. Heston relished these trips, proud of his representation of American culture and values. “I’m used to touring all over the world, but almost always either to make a picture or publicize one. To make a tour for the government is . . . different,” he wrote in his newsletter in the fall of 1966. “You can’t help thinking, ‘What . . . me . . . for the whole UNITED STATES???’ ”59

As his comment about the cultural exchange program indicates, Heston demonstrated a charming and almost childlike exuberance for many of his civic engagements. That same year, he traveled to Lincoln, Nebraska, for a day of partisan pleasantries that could have been quite tedious to some Hollywood stars. Heston found them exhilarating. He, along with First Lady Lady Bird Johnson, attended the Nebraskaland Parade in support of the Democratic governor, Frank B. Morrison, who was running for the U.S. Senate that November. After the parade, local officials presented Heston with a cowboy award, a gesture that seemed to absolutely delight the actor, gauging by the pictures taken during the event. After receiving his trophy, Heston sat with it on his lap looking very much like a little kid on Christmas morning. At the end of the day, he wrote in his journal: “I rode in a parade, chatted with Ladybird, and dined with the governor (ahhh, the uses of power . . .). A long, western kind of day.”60

Heston was not the only celebrity to feel this way; a small cadre of stars also became more politically active at the state level, particularly in California. For instance, in 1964, a number of high-profile entertainers rallied the vote against California Proposition 14, a proposal to repeal fair-housing legislation recently enacted by the state. Hoping to keep the fair-housing statute in place were such activists as Gregory Peck, Nat King Cole, James Garner, Frank Sinatra, Gene Kelly, Burt Lancaster, Billy Wilder, Elizabeth Taylor, and Richard Burton. Even Heston signed a petition encouraging voters to cast their ballots against the proposition. This position is surprising considering Heston’s antipathy to government intervention. However, it is not evident that he put much thought into his public support for fair-housing legislation. He made no mention of the proposition in his journal. Furthermore, he was filming The War Lord (Franklin J. Schaffner, 1965) in northern California that fall and appears not to have actively campaigned against the proposition. This may have been an issue on which Heston did little research, violating his own credo to investigate every subject thoroughly before taking a public stand. Proposition 14 caused quite a public controversy, however, and it did not take long for celebrities to experience the dirty side of politics as well. After Lancaster had campaigned vigorously against Proposition 14, with numerous speeches, lunches, and television appearances, one of his opponents purportedly hired an African American to answer a “vacancy” sign at one of the actor’s apartment buildings and report that he had been turned away.61

Negative experiences—real or merely alleged—did little to detract actors from politics, and it became evident that they could thrive in the public arena as politics increasingly became associated with the mass media. George Murphy, a former song-and-dance performer, made the advantages of such a background perfectly clear in his quest for a U.S. Senate seat in California against Pierre Salinger, the former press secretary to President Kennedy. Murphy, a charming and polished media veteran, appeared dignified during the campaign, whereas the more politically experienced Salinger seemed miscast as a statesman. Salinger could not win the trust of his audience, appearing, according to one journalist, like “a clown” at times and “a movie heavy” at others; as a result, he lost the election. Murphy’s victory opened the door for other actors with political ambitions, and the need for money and media exposure to win only increased their chances. Two years later, Ronald Reagan won the California governorship without holding any prior office. Robert Vaughan, the star of the television show The Man from U.N.C.L.E. who himself nurtured political aspirations, sent a telegram of praise to the new governor: “It is to your credit that you have personally elevated the actor from a second-class citizen to a human being of dignity and respect in the social community.”62 Despite the success of Murphy and Reagan, few actors considered themselves potential political candidates. Certainly, Heston did not. However, many actors did feel that they could be positive and legitimate contributors to both the local and the national political scene.

HESTON EMERGED AS ONE OF HOLLYWOOD’S most prominent activists in the 1960s, and, in facilitating the rise of celebrity politics, he blurred the line between America’s political and cultural realms. Whereas in the 1950s celebrities had been relegated to the national political stage only once every four years, by the 1960s they embraced a number of political responsibilities—from grassroots organizing to actually running for office. The Washington establishment took notice, recognizing Hollywood’s stars as important assets, not just interesting spectacles at campaign time. Johnson was the first president to consistently use celebrities to promote policy initiatives, and stars would only continue to expand their presence. Even though Heston enjoyed “riding the tiger,” he came to realize that his political inclinations, especially when compared to those of his fellow thespians, leaned toward the conservative. While he comfortably aligned himself with the Democrats during this period, that would not always be the case. Nor would Kristol, Podhoretz, and other intellectuals of their persuasion always feel at home with the party. These intellectuals continued to advance their ideas in the political realm throughout the 1960s. Heston acted out similar beliefs when working with the civil rights movement and when serving on the SAG and National Endowment for the Arts governing boards. The actor would continue to synthesize culture and politics, and as Podhoretz insightfully noted: “Politics itself was increasingly becoming a creature of cultural fashion.”63
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