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O! it is excellent
To have a giant’s strength, but it is tyrannous
To use it like a giant

—Shakespeare, Measure for Measure
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Foreword

Leonard Maltin

Max Fleischer is animation’s unsung hero. If Walt Disney is the most celebrated and chronicled producer in the history of the medium, Fleischer is his polar opposite.

Animation fans love his work and revere his cartoons’ unique personality and technical achievements. Watching the innovative Out of the Inkwell shorts from the 1910s and 1920s is as joyful and exciting today as it must have been when they were new. Those shorts also give us a glimpse of Max, as he appears on-screen opposite Ko-Ko the Clown. The Popeye cartoons continue to delight audiences lucky enough to see them after nearly seventy years. Betty Boop has become a pop culture icon in recent years, but her starring films of the 1930s seem just as contemporary as she does, retaining every bit of their charm and spunk. The Superman cartoons of the early 1940s are the most impressive of all in terms of sophisticated dramatic staging and special effects.

Fleischer’s career has been chronicled by a handful of animation scholars. We know about his invention of the Rotoscope, which enabled him to trace live-action movements, and his early experiments with sound. We know how he was pressured to compete with Walt Disney in the perilous production of feature-length cartoons. But we still don’t know very much about the man himself. Thank goodness his son Richard decided to write a full-fledged biography.

The story is told from a highly personal point of view, as it should be, but at the same time it fills many gaps in our knowledge of Max Fleischer’s career, with its triumphs, twists, turns, and setbacks.

I learned a great deal about Max’s family, his aspirations and disappointments, and his poignant final years, and I came away with a renewed sense of appreciation for what he accomplished, often against tremendous odds.

Max Fleischer has long been a hero to anyone who loves animated cartoons. Now, thanks to his son, we can get to know the very human figure behind all those wonderful films.


Preface and Acknowledgments

The phone in my office in Los Angeles got out no more than two rings before I answered. “Hello,” I squeaked, pretending to be wide awake. The phone responded with: “Can you tell me if . . .” “MAX WILK,” I shouted. “It’s MAX WILK!” “How did you know that?” Wilk asked in genuine astonishment. “That’s easy,” I replied. “All you have to do is listen to that drawling ‘New York–ese’ for a couple of minutes. You’ll never wash it out of your ears.”

To make sense out of this conversation, you have to know that Max Wilk and I attended the Yale School of Drama together for three years. We became good, lifelong friends. Sometimes years go by with no contact, but when we meet again, we always pick up where we left off—with lots of laughs since Max Wilk became, and remains, one of this country’s most prolific and wittiest writers, with many best sellers to his name.

Anyhow, Wilk jumped into the reason for his call. He’d heard through the grapevine that I had written a book about my father, and he’d love to get a glimpse. It didn’t take much urging. An express package was on its way that evening. A day or two later Wilk phoned again. He’d like to have some more friends read it too.

Another couple of days went by, and I received calls from some well-connected friends of Wilk’s. A few more weeks went by, and Larry Mirisch, a young man whom I’ve known since he was a boy and who is now one of the most successful agents in Hollywood, contacted me. Could he send a manuscript to a person I’d never met?

Finally, I found myself talking on the phone about my book to a lady named Leila Salisbury, the marketing manager of the University Press of Kentucky, and her film acquisition assistant, John Hussey. And after that it was a hop, skip, and jump to contract signing.

I use this long-winded summary to demonstrate how dedicated people can move things right along, so a loud and long thank-you for your dedication to this book to Max Wilk, Stanley Handman (a partner and whiz of a lawyer), Larry Mirisch, and Sarah Stanick (assistant extraordinaire who knows where everything is and how to use it); as well as Leila Salisbury, John Hussey, Ira Skutch (for his moral support), and Ann Berns (for her cheerful encouragement); and, finally, Mark Fleischer (son and lawyer extraordinaire), Bruce Fleischer and Jane Reid (lawyers and son and daughter extraordinaire), my wife, Mickey (for urging me on), and, of course, the one and only Max Fleischer.
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They say that it’s difficult being a famous man’s son, that you live in his shadow, that comparisons with him are always odious. Well, I grew up as a famous man’s son, and I didn’t find it difficult at all. In fact, it was great. My father, Max Fleischer, was a famous man and a celebrity for my entire childhood and young adulthood, and far from living unhappily in his shadow, I thoroughly enjoyed basking in the reflected glow of his limelight. When I was a kid, just mentioning to a theater manager that I was Max Fleischer’s son got me into the movie for free. When I traveled in Europe with my mother and sister, once the people at passport control got a look at her name they would say to my mother: “Madame, are you the wife of Max Fleischer?” When she would answer that she was, the stony faces would break out in surprised smiles, and they would graciously wave us through, usually saying something like: “Welcome to our country, and please tell your husband how much we love his wonderful cartoons.” Believe me, that kind of treatment did great things for this teenager’s ego. And later in life the name helped open professional doors for me. Once inside, I was on my own, but the name got me in there.

My father had no such advantage when, in 1887, at the age of four, he stepped off the SS Rotterdam and through the doors of Ellis Island with his mother, Amelia, and his year-older brother, Charlie. His father, William, had come over the previous year, and he was no celebrity. He was an immigrant Austrian tailor, one of the huddled masses yearning to be free. A small, thin, aesthetic-looking man, he seemed more like an artist or a musician, which he also was (he was a violinist), than a plebeian tailor.

After a series of moves, William and Amelia settled down in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, New York—a countrified district of small houses with small plots of land—at 98 Powell Street, where they eventually produced four more children, Joe, Louis, Dave, and Ethel. William Fleischer opened a tailor shop in Manhattan and after several moves ended up at 69 West Forty-sixth Street, the present site of Rockefeller Center.

But William Fleischer was no ordinary tailor, and his shop wasn’t ordinary either. He specialized solely in women’s riding habits, and in order to fit his clients he installed a stuffed horse in the shop. It was probably the only tailor shop in New York with a stuffed horse, but with a sidesaddle in place the ladies knew they’d be fitted properly. Word of his skill must have traveled quickly because soon he numbered among his clients the Rockefellers, the Vanderbilts, the Astors, and all the other swells of Manhattan.

William also had his own claim to fame: besides being a tailor he was also an inventor. His shop was fairly close to a police station, and some of the cops used to stop by for an occasional chat. They all seemed to have the same general complaint: whenever they polished their metal uniform buttons, it was almost impossible not to stain the uniform material as well. William solved that problem by inventing the removable button. He also invented a device for accurately marking the height of a hemline by attaching a movable rubber bulb filled with chalk powder to an upright wooden yardstick. Adjust the rubber bulb to the desired height on the stick, give it a squeeze, and, presto, a spurt of chalk would mark the exact height off the floor the hem should be and would continue to do so as the stick with its bulb was moved around the skirt.

It wasn’t too long after the Fleischers moved to Powell Street that another new family took up residence about a block away. They were the Goldsteins, Harris and Anna, who, a few years back, had emigrated from London, where they had run a music hall/restaurant of sorts, bringing with them their four beautiful daughters, Annie, Essie, Debbie, and Bessie.

Harris Goldstein was a bald-headed gent with a fringe of fiery red hair to match his temper. His body resembled a thick, sturdy oak. In our family he was always referred to as “the Tree.” For some mysterious reason, when Harris and Anna left England for the United States, the family name was Spadder, but by the time they exited Ellis Island, it had somehow become Goldstein. At that time, Ellis Island was overflowing with immigrants, and the immigration officers were very impatient. They were particularly impatient with those who were having language difficulties, which was certainly the case with Harris Spadder, whose mother tongue was Russian. How true it is, I don’t know, but I’ve heard that immigration officers would ask an immigrant his name and that, if the immigrant didn’t understand the question and looked Jewish, the officer would say: “Okay, your name is Goldstein [or Levy, or whatever]. Next!” Maybe that’s what happened to the name Spadder.

Harris’s English—acquired during his stay in London—was a source of amusement in the neighborhood. Somehow he had picked up some Elizabethan English. He would greet a neighbor by saying something like: “Methinks it’s going to raining today.”

The only Fleischer boys old enough to show any interest in the Goldstein girls were Charlie and Max, who set about courting them by showing off their skills at trick bicycle riding. They’d ride back and forth in front of the Goldstein house with Charlie peddling the bike and Max standing on his head on the handlebars, or standing on one foot on Charlie’s shoulder, or doing whatever it would take to get the girls’ attention. After weeks of risking his body parts with daredevil stunts, the antics paid off, not for Charlie, but certainly for Max, who finally took a header while doing an ill-advised handstand on the bike’s rear fender. This finally got Essie’s attention. She ran off the porch, lifted his head from the clinging dirt, and was greeted with a bloodied, but grinning, face. Max found himself staring into startlingly blue eyes set in a mischievous, pretty face topped with a jumble of auburn hair. The twelve-year-old Max and the twelve-year-old Essie became inseparable companions.

MaxandEssie. It became like a single word in the neighborhood. They were always together. They went to the same school, were in the same grade. He carried her books to and from her home. When he turned thirteen, Essie attended his bar mitzvah.

It was a long, slow courtship. By modern teenage standards, it moved along at the speed of a glacier, and Max and Essie kept to the rules and decorum of the times. Chaperoning was de rigueur. Being alone together in a room was definitely out. In fact, not only did they have to sit apart; they had to sit across the room from each other. But they had a secret weapon. There was a young neighborhood girl named Fanny who was deaf and dumb. To their credit, they had made a friend of her and had set about having her teach them sign language. They became quite adept at signing and got a huge kick out of sitting across the room from each other and signing I love you when no one was looking.

By the time Max was fourteen and ready to enter high school, something became increasingly apparent to him: he could draw. He didn’t just love drawing; he was consumed by it. No matter what it took, he decided, he was going to be an artist. But he still had to reckon with his general education. Why he chose the Mechanics’ and Tradesmen’s Evening High School isn’t clear. Perhaps he thought that a mechanic’s education might be a handy fallback if his art plans didn’t pan out. Perhaps he loved machinery and wanted to learn mechanical drawing. But why a night school? There is no explanation in any of his papers, memoirs, autobiographies, or biographies. The likeliest conjecture is that he had found a day job that would enable him to save enough money to further his plans for becoming an artist. And further his plans he did, in a most methodical, logical, determined, and quality-driven manner.

He finished his year at Mechanics’ and Tradesmen’s in 1897. The years 1898 and 1899 found him enrolled in the prestigious Art Students’ League, where he studied under George B. Bridgman. The year 1900 found him at the Cooper Union Institute of Art, where he learned freehand drawing. Step by invaluable step he seemed to have had celestial guidance in making precisely the right decisions that would eventually take him to what seems now like an inevitable goal.

The romance with Essie, meanwhile, had been proceeding at its leisurely pace, but then something happened that would have destroyed most relationships. The Fleischer family moved to Manhattan. Brooklyn, in 1900, was a long way from Manhattan. Other than taking a ferry, the only way across the East River was the newly built Brooklyn Bridge. Henry Ford was still about ten years from populating the world with fast transportation. Horse-drawn trolleys were the thing—and, of course, the bicycle. But you would have to be in marathon shape to bicycle from Manhattan to Brooklyn. With the Fleischers now ensconced at 211 East Fifty-seventh Street, you would expect the romance to wither. It didn’t.

Since telephones were still a rarity (there were just over a million in the entire country) and far too expensive for the average household, letter writing was almost the only mode of communication. Max and Essie kept up a constant flow of letters. A few of Max’s, dated 1900 and 1901, still survive, offering a fascinating and charming insight into the art of courtship of the period. These are not quite love letters—mostly they discuss social events and the weather. But someplace in each he always drew a picture of two hearts pierced by an arrow, next to which he printed “Trade Mark.” Every letter was signed with his full name, Max Fleischer, followed by his entire return address. The closest thing to passion in the letters in my possession is a note written in a margin that states: “I have enclosed 1,000,000,000 kisses.”

One letter, in my opinion, has more than ordinary interest since it clearly foretells the future career of Max Fleischer. It seems that some mutual friends, a brother and sister named Lipp, had done some mischief by telling Essie that Max had met another girl in New York. When he heard about this, Max wrote Essie, vigorously denying this dastardly lie, and going on to say that if ever he gets hold of Lipp and his sister he’ll “hit them a punch that will knock them cross-eyed so that when they cry, the tears will run down the back of their necks.” If that isn’t an animated cartoon image, then I don’t know what is.

In the 1900 census, Max lists his age as seventeen and his occupation as artist. The occupation part was more ambition than fact since Max, as talented, well trained, and prepared as he was, had yet to find employment in his chosen profession. But that was soon to change.

The Brooklyn Daily Eagle was one of the most respected journals in the country. Because of its comic strips and editorial cartoons, to which he was fanatically devoted, it was the only newspaper that Max, a former Brooklynite, knew anything about. One day, he biked his way across the Brooklyn Bridge, found the Eagle’s offices, somehow or other got to meet Herbert S. Ardell, the manager of the Art Department, and made him a proposition. Max offered to pay the Eagle two dollars a week just to let him sit in the Art Department and watch the artists work. Recognizing talent when he saw it, Ardell made a counteroffer: the Eagle would pay Max two dollars a week to deliver papers from a horse-drawn wagon and be the Art Department’s errand boy. Max leaped at the offer. He knew that once he got his foot in that door, the rest of him would soon follow.

No errand boy he. Ardell had opened the door to a whirlwind of unfettered talent. In no time at all Max became a copyboy and then trained as a photograph retoucher. Soon thereafter he was introduced to the art of news photography, learning the uses of lenses, optics, chemistry, composition, and photoengraving, and became the staff photographer.
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Two years after joining the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Max Fleischer was probably the youngest major-newspaper staff cartoonist in the country. Not only was he drawing editorial cartoons for the paper, but he had two regular comic strips of his own, Algy and E. K. Sposher, the Camera Fiend. Almost all his work is signed “Mack.” Algy was the earlier of the two strips and, not surprisingly, seems influenced by the Brownsville environment: unpaved, muddy streets; wooden picket fences; and tough street gangs. It was, after all, the streets of Brownsville that later gave birth to the Mafia banker Meyer Lansky and Jacob “Gurrah” Shapiro, of Murder, Inc., fame. No wonder all the characters in Max’s strip spoke in “dees, dem, and does” terms. Algy himself was a sort of numbskull, but romantic, loser, trying in vain to attract the attention of a bland young girl named May McGinnis. Algy’s well-laid plans are always undone by Swipsey, a tough, young gang leader, and end with Algy’s humiliation. In a strip titled Algy as Sir Walter Raleigh, Jr., Algy finds May unable to cross a street because of a large mud puddle. He immediately throws his jacket over the puddle, saying: “Yer kin use me coat fer er mat.” May graciously says to herself: “Aint he de kind chump.” Unfortunately, the coat isn’t long enough to reach across the whole puddle. Along comes Swipsey, who fills in the gap with his own jacket. May crosses the puddle, but when Algy goes after her and steps on Swipsey’s coat, Swipsey jerks it away, saying: “Git yer muddy hoofs off’n me coat.” Algy lands on his face in the mud.

E. K. Sposher, the Camera Fiend is a great improvement in style and content. The character of Sposher is drawn with grace and is a classier gent all around. Tall, balding, well dressed, and living in upper-class surroundings, he is a fool nonetheless. As the strip announces, he is a camera nut and always appears equipped with a bellows camera with a frosted glass back and a tall, rickety tripod. In one strip, he decides to take a picture of himself by photographing his reflected image in a full-length mirror. The problem that he confronts is that his image appears upside down in the frosted glass in the back of the camera. His solution is to turn the camera upside down on the floor, with the tripod sticking straight up in the air, then standing on his head to look through the lens. When he reaches for the rubber air bulb that operates the camera shutter, he loses his balance, and he and the camera fall over, smashing the mirror.

Max spent four creative, priceless years at the Eagle, learning, growing, maturing. But it was his last year, 1904, that eventually proved to be the most important, the most fateful of his entire career. A new member joined the Art Department staff, not as a cartoonist, although he was one, but as a decorator, someone who drew decorations around the framework of the pictures in the Sunday paper, as was the style in those days. He was a bit older than Max, had been around, and was an experienced professional. As the newest members of the Art Department, he and Max gravitated toward each other and became friends. This newcomer—John Randolph Bray—was destined to become one of the most important figures in the history of animated cartoons. He would, one day, hold my father’s career in his hands.

In the meantime, Max was getting restless at the Eagle. Having started there at two dollars a week, four years later he wasn’t pulling down very much more. It was time to move on to a more lucrative job. So, late in 1905, he left the Eagle and went to work as an engraver at the Electro-Light Engraving Company in Boston.

Besides earning more money in his new job, Max picked up new skills like layout, design, lettering, reproduction, color work, and airbrush. All this expertise would prove invaluable for the career that lay ahead. Also, with the prospect of a better-paying job, he was able to marry Essie Goldstein. The ceremony took place at the American Star Hall in Brooklyn, at 6:00 P.M. on Christmas Eve, Sunday, December 24, 1905. One year later, almost to the day—December 28, to be exact—Essie gave birth to my sister, Ruth.

Max’s span of job interest seems to have been limited to four years. In 1909, he pulled up stakes at Electro-Light and took his bride and his daughter to Syracuse, New York, where he had landed a job with the Crouse-Hinds Company, a manufacturer of turbines, generators, pumps, and machinery of various sorts. His job was to create the company’s catalog, and it was a job he truly loved. Machinery fascinated him so much that, instead of illustrating the catalogs with photographs of the various products, he made etchings instead. They are so meticulously drawn that only by the closest observation, and by the artist’s signature, can you detect that they are not photographs.

Eventually, Max came to the attention of a noted scientist, Waldemar Klaempffert, the editor in chief of Popular Science Monthly (later to become the science editor of the New York Times). Klaempffert obviously made Max an offer he in no way could or would refuse because, about a year after joining Crouse-Hinds, he was back in New York City working in the prestigious position of art editor of Popular Science Monthly.
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If ever a job was tailor-made for anyone, the Popular Science job was it for Max. As Max writes in his 1939 unpublished autobiography: “I realized I was not only artistically inclined, but had a very keen and instinctive sense for mechanics. I liked them both. A strange combination. To me, machinery was an art also. I still see great art in machinery.” So Max had his strange combination and reveled in it. True to form, he blossomed out, and, in addition to his other chores, it wasn’t long before he was writing and illustrating technical articles on the latest inventions.

By the time he joined Popular Science, Max had become completely enamored of movies in general and of the primitive, jerky animated cartoons in particular. He was so fascinated with movies, in fact, that he thought it would be a good idea to open a movie theater in Brownsville, an area he was very familiar with and one that was growing like mad. Knowing that, because of the cost, a regular movie house would be out of the question, he approached his brother-in-law, Max Bertin, about helping to finance the opening of an outdoor movie theater, a popular venue for seeing films in the summertime. Bertin, the husband of Essie’s sister Bessie, was a wholesale candy supplier and the only family member with a little loose change. Bertin liked the idea of being a movie impresario, and with the Fleischer brothers contributing their unique mechanical (Charlie), electrical (Joe), musical (Lou), and artistic (Max and Dave) talents, the whole venture could be done on the cheap.

The grand opening came, and so did the throngs. Throngs of mosquitoes, that is. Throngs, clouds, masses, hordes, a plague of mosquitoes. They ignored the movies but loved the audiences. However, they didn’t come every night. On the nights they didn’t come the rains came. To make matters worse, it poured rain most nights, and no amount of ladies’ nights, when ladies got in free, or dish nights, when lucky ticketholders got free dishes, could make this doomed venture break even. Then came the coup de grâce. The following summer a hardtop Loews movie theater opened across the street. The outdoor movie venture was over, and its assets were distributed among the participants. There weren’t many assets: secondhand collapsible wooden chairs; a battered upright piano; and a wood-sided, hand-cranked ancient Moy projector. Max ended up with the projector. He considered it a toy to tinker with.

Animated cartoons were nothing much to look at in 1915. They were called animated merely because they moved, and they did that in a crude, herky-jerky manner. In spite of that, audiences liked them. They were a curiosity. A pen-and-ink drawing that hiccuped and shuddered its erratic way around the screen, but it moved! Difficult and irritating to watch, these moving drawings had a magic about them. Waldemar Klaempffert had seen an animated cartoon about Theodore Roosevelt one evening at the movies and got so fed up with its rough technique that he actually became angry. He was still annoyed about that cartoon when he came to work the next morning. He called Max into his office and told him about his experience watching that cartoon. Then he said some prophetic words that would change Max’s life: “Max, you’re a bright young man. You’re an artist, you understand mechanics, and machinery, and photography, and you’ve got a scientific mind. Surely you can come up with some idea, some way to make animated cartoons look better, smoother, more lifelike.”

It was an idea that had occurred to Max before. But now, what with this gentle push from Klaempffert and his present work with inventions plus his love of machinery, his mind instinctively started to consider the idea of some mechanical help in the making of lifelike animated cartoons. The best way, he must have reasoned, to reproduce human body movement in a cartoon would be to copy it, in all its myriad detail, directly from a human in motion. The question was, How do you physically accomplish such a thing? Only some sort of machine might be able to do that. Suddenly, the answer was clear. There was such a machine, a machine whose sole purpose was to take a rapid succession of photographs of things in motion, pictures that would reveal the minutest detail of bodily movement, pictures that could then be traced in pen and ink. The machine was, of course, a motion picture camera. Finally, that strange combination, art and machinery, had come home to roost.

Max’s concept was simplicity itself: take a piece of movie film that has on it the image of a human being in motion and project this image, one frame at a time, onto a flat piece of glass. This projected image would, obviously, also be visible on the opposite side of the glass. All you would have to do is put a piece of paper over that image, trace its outline, then move on to the next frame. Once you had traced every frame of the projected image onto separate pieces of paper, you would then photograph each piece of paper. The process would be slow and tedious since it would take sixteen drawings to make just one second of film, but the final result would be a perfect copy of every movement, gesture, and expression of the original object.

As simple and as obvious as it was, no one had ever done it or even thought of it before. It was a completely original concept. Max immediately filed a patent application. He named his invention the Rotoscope.

But filing a patent application was one thing. Demonstrating that the theory really worked was another. Max started fooling around with the old Moy movie projector that he had inherited from the outdoor movie theater debacle to see whether it might somehow be adapted for use as a one-frame-at-a-time projector as well as a stop-frame camera. The more he experimented, the more excited he became. He needed someone to talk to, someone to share his excitement. He tried explaining it to Essie. My mother thought that it was just another one of his crazy ideas. The only one he knew who had some knowledge of moviemaking was Dave, his twenty-year-old younger brother, who was then working as a film editor at Pathé, a well-known movie-producing company. My father decided to tell Dave about the Rotoscope. He explained the system that he intended to use, and as he says in his autobiography: “Dave was fascinated by it. He couldn’t sleep anymore.” They were determined to get the Rotoscope built and running.

As usual, money was a problem. Once again, the Fleischer brothers volunteered their not inconsiderable talents. Joe was a master electrician. Charlie was a terrific mechanic. (He later invented that much-cursed amusement park machine the claw digger, the one that almost grabs the fancy prize buried in the cheap candy but usually ends up with a Tootsie Roll.) But, talented as they were, none of them had a dime to spare. My father had already used up every cent of his own savings, about $100, experimenting with the machine. And they couldn’t go back to Max Bertin, the erstwhile movie-theater magnate. They needed someone to come to the rescue, someone with some money. And someone did appear: Essie. Out of her household expense allowance, my mother had somehow saved up about $150. She had other plans for that money, but she handed it over to Max, saying: “This is for your crazy idea.”

There was still one hurdle left before the brothers could go to work. Where would they build and operate the Rotoscope? Max was still working at Popular Science, and the others were keeping their regular jobs as well. That meant that work on the Rotoscope would have to be done at night. What they needed was a place where they could work undisturbed during the night and no one would touch anything during the day. Once again Essie came through. She allowed them to use our living room—if they didn’t upset it too much.

The first order of business was the construction of a rigid wooden framework that would hold the projector and the glass drawing board on which the images would be projected one frame at a time. The next was to photograph with a movie camera whatever it was that Max thought would be a good image to demonstrate his invention.

He decided on a clown because it would be universally understood in pantomime. Young Dave was cast to play this starring role. This was typecasting, Dave having actually been employed for a time as a clown at the famous Steeplechase Amusement Park in Coney Island. Max designed a baggy clown outfit with three large white buttons and a three-button conical hat and asked his mother to make it to fit Dave.

One fine day, with the old Moy projector now converted into a movie camera and loaded with 150 feet of thirty-five-millimeter negative film, the Fleischer brothers went up to the roof of Max’s apartment house. There Max photographed a little over a minute’s worth of Dave dancing, prancing, and pantomiming in front of the camera.

Max Fleischer had taken his first step into movie history.

[image: images]

Now, with the projector-cum-camera reconverted back into a projector, the work began. The task ahead was staggering—to understate it wildly. While the concept may have been simple, the execution was anything but. In those days, film ran through a projector at sixteen frames per second (today, twenty-four frames per second). The film that Max and his brothers had shot of Dave in the clown suit represented twenty-six hundred separate tracings that Max had to do. It sounds easy enough, but tracing the outline of a billowing clown suit requires great skill and immaculate, painstaking precision.

But this was only one part of the procedure. Once the drawings were completed, each and every one had to be photographed, one at a time. During his early experiments with the projector, Max had discovered that it had the wrong kind of shutter for one-frame-at-a-time photography. The only solution he could think of was to get rid of the shutter and use a lens cap instead. The challenge for Max was enormous. He had to expose the lens to the light by removing the lens cap from the camera for a fraction of a second, then recapping it. The critical part of the operation was that fraction of a second. It had to be precisely the same, with not the slightest variation whatsoever, each time the cap was removed and replaced. There was no margin for error. If Max wasn’t dead-on with his timing each and every time, the whole project would be down the tubes.

With that comforting thought in mind, the Moy was loaded with unexposed negative film, and clown picture number 1 was put in place. Max removed and replaced the lens cap, and the camera crank was turned, advancing the second frame of the negative into position. One-sixteenth of a second’s worth of work had now been immortalized on film.

Right from the beginning, the brothers would join Max in his living room each evening after work. Max would ask Essie not to disturb them, close the door, and they’d work from seven at night until three or four in the morning. In spite of the promise not to upset the room too much, it soon became a mess, with electric wires hanging from the chandeliers and motors, lathes, and tools all over the place. No one except the brothers—not even Essie—was ever allowed into this room at any time because the slightest disturbance could be ruinous to their work.

The work went ploddingly, uneventfully, until one evening. Here is my father’s account of what happened: “We were getting pretty tired around 3:30 A.M. The household was asleep. I turned around and my elbow hit a bottle of ink and knocked it off the table and made a great big blot on the edge of the carpet. The blot was about as large as five fried eggs and we couldn’t get it out. I knew right then that the experiment was over if the missus ever saw that. So quietly we tried to blot it up but it only looked worse. I said, ‘Where do we go from here?’ At 3:30 A.M. the three of us moved all the furniture out of that room, including a darn heavy upright piano, into the dining room, turned the rug around so that the spot came under the piano and we went on with our experiments for six months. Then we moved, and the ink spot was discovered. I got the same hell as though it had just happened.”

Finally, as all jobs must, this one came to an end. Max and his brothers photographed the last clown picture, number 2,600. Max took the precious roll of exposed negative to a movie film laboratory to be developed. It represented a year’s worth of work. For the final time, the poor old Moy was transformed back into a projector so that the developed film could finally be seen. As Max carried the processed film back home, he must also have carried quite a swarm of butterflies in his stomach. Were all the registrations in perfect alignment? Were the lens cap exposures consistent and accurate? Did the lab develop and print the film properly? Could a speck of dust, either in the camera or in the lab, have scratched the negative? There was plenty to worry about.

The crucial screening took place in the darkened living room of the apartment. The film was projected onto a two-foot-square piece of cardboard painted white. The projector light was switched on, the hand crank on the Moy was turned at the rate of sixteen frames per second, the five brothers held their collective breath, and there, on that tiny screen, they saw a cartoon that moved as no other cartoon had ever moved before, a cartoon clown that walked, ran, jumped, and danced with completely lifelike motion. The little clown was purely and utterly and delightfully human. It was alive. It was magic. Max’s theory had been proved correct, and history had been made. The look of animated cartoons had been changed forever.
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