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BEFORE THE LIGHTS WENT OUT, THERE WAS THE MALTESE FALCON.  There is very little I can say about that one, because everything has been said.  But anyway, “Shall we talk about the Black Bird?”

So often, I have been asked “What was it like?” to work in a picture that was so ahead of it’s time, such a departure in methods, point of view, etc.  Of course you don’t know you’re making history while you’re in there making it.  It helped a great deal that we shot the picture in sequence, except for some exterior night shots on the street set.  But even so, John Huston often had to call time out to clear up matters.  All of us had read the Dashiell Hammett book and studied the script, but it got so that when the “now wait a minute” look came onto somebody’s face, it became a joke to say, “When did Bridgid shoot Thursby?  On Friday!”
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(Mary Astor as Brigid O’Shaughnessy and Humphrey 

Bogart as Sam Spade in her hotel room.)


I had a lovely pot to boil for Brigid. It was quite a bitches’ cauldron.  First of all, she was a congenital liar (“I am a liar.  I’ve always been a liar!”), and slightly psychopathic.  And that kind of liar wears the face of truth, although they send out all sorts of signals that they are lying. There is an unstable quality to them like nitro.  One of the tip-offs is they can’t help breathing rather rapidly.  So, I hyper-ventilated before going into most of the scenes.  It gave me a heady feeling, of thinking at cross purposes.  For there wasn’t a single scene in the picture where what I said was even close  to what I was thinking  In order not to cross myself up I had to keep it down to mostly one thought, “He’s got to believe this.”  Brigid had to oversell so that when Sam Spade said, “You’re good—you’re very good!” the grateful smile had to be there, but the respiration rate would go up automatically, because she was scared stiff.
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(John Huston, the director and scriptwriter, and Sidney 

Greenstreet as Kasper Gutman . . . The Fat Man.)


It was Huston’s picture, Huston’s script.  He’d had the wit to keep Hammett’s book intact.  His shooting script was a precise map of what went on.  Every shot, camera move, entrance, exit was down on paper, leaving nothing to chance, inspiration or invention.  Nobody improved their way though this one!  So let me hear the one about the “agony” of “limitation.”  It was highly limited, almost stylized.  We never took our time with a scene.  When  Johnnie said, “Action!” we were off and running.  Even for the most deliberate scenes—Greenstreet’s settling back to tell the history of the black Bird—there was an exciting reason, not just dull exposition.  For just when you thought he was being pretty damn long—winded about it all, you got it: He was waiting for the knockout drops to work on Spade.

Poor Sydney!  He never did live down the Fat man.  I don’t think he ever did a picture later in which that evil, hiccupy laugh wasn’t exploited  He was a very fine, very versatile actor, within his physical limitations.  The Falcon was his first picture and he was as nervous in his first scene—that same long-winded monologue—as though all his years in the theater counted for noting.  He said to me, “Mary dear, hold my hand, tell me I won’t make an ass of myself!”

We had a more than adequate schedule for the picture.  Because John’s script was well-prepared, and because he took time in rehearsal, the shooting went very quickly.  Often there is much time lost in lack of preparation.  There was and is too much of “Let’s rehearse with film” in the hopes that something might happen that would be spontaneous and fresh, and would happen again.  Sometimes it’s true, sometimes it’s good, but usually the director who does his homework not only comes in under the wire, but without any loss of quality.  Of course, if you  have actors who come unstuck, not because the are “artistic” and need “freedom to try something else,” but because they lack any kind of professional firmness, or ability to get with it, to concentrate, then it all takes time.  And something spontaneous and fresh may, in the finished picture, stand out in limbo.  The  Falcon was a jigsaw puzzle, and each scene related to what had happened before and what was to happen—precisely.  In emotional levels, in tempos, in cadence of speech and movement.  In passing, it is interesting perhaps to note that imitations of various scenes in the Falcon, and there have been many, just don’t work.  They don’t have the chilling quality, because they are out of context.
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(Humphrey Bogart’s Sam Spade in the scene where the body of

his partner, Miles Archer [Jerome Cowan] was found.)


John used his time to rehearse.  He used his own personal intensity to excite us:  we were never “back on our heels.”  And when he said “Let’s make it—” we were ready.  As a result there were never many takes to a scene and so we had lots of time to play.
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(Walter Huston as Captain Jacobi.)


And could that company play!! If you recall, a tall burly figure staggers into [Sam] Spade’s office late one night, clutching a heavy package wrapped in torn newspapers.  He is dressed in the clothes of a seaman, with his peaked cap pulled down over his eyes.  He is the captain of the ship which burned in port late that afternoon.  He mutters something about “the Falcon—the bird—”  and falls dead on the floor of the office with some bullet holes in him.  Just a bit—you never saw him before—and that’s all he has to do, just stagger in and fall and drop the package.  John thought it would be great fun to have his father, Walter Huston, come in one morning and do the part.  And so did Walter—his son’s first movie, etc.  A bit of fun—sentiment.  John took hours to film it, and Walter got very grumpy:  “Didn’t expect to put in a day’s work.”


“Let’s do it again.  Sorry, Dad, you missed your mark.”


“Take seven.  Sorry, Dad, this time try it without staggering so much.”


“Take ten, please.  Sorry, Dad.  We’ve got to reload.


The next day, after they’d seen the rushes.  John told me to call Walter’s house and pretend to be his, John’s, secretary.  I called on the set phone and when Walter answered, I told him that Mr. Huston was sorry, but that we’d have to retake the sequence that afternoon—something had happened to the film in the lab—and could he be ready to shoot at one o’clock?

I held the receiver from my ear and everybody could hear Walter yelling, “You tell my son to get another actor or go to hell!  He made me take twenty falls, and I’m sore all over,  and I’m not about to take twenty more.  Or even one!”
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(Lee Patrick as Effie and Humphrey Bogart as Sam Spade after 

Walter Huston’s Captain Jacobi stumbles into his office.)


There were other elaborate practical jokes, one of which was “Shock the Tourists.”  We didn’t want people around watching us.  We had an odd childlike territorial imperative about our set.  It was hard work, and we didn’t want anyone looking over our shoulder, so to speak.  Also, we had a sneaky feeling that we were doing something different and exciting, and we didn’t want to show it to anyone until it was finished.  Hard to explain.
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(The offices of Spade and Archer: left, Mary Astor as Brigid O’Shaughnessy and Humphrey Bogart as Sam Spade 

and with Jerome Cowan as Miles Archer, right.)


It all started one afternoon when we were lined up on a shot where I sit down and cross my knees elaborately—I think it was in Spade’s office.  I looked down and said, “Hold it a minute, I’ve got a %(# $!*& run in my stocking!”  I looked up and a little to the side of the camera was the publicity man with a half-dozen men of the cloth.  They were ushered out politely by the publicity man who looked a little pale.  When the big doors closed, everybody whooped and hollered and said.  “That’s our girl!  That’s the way to get ‘em off the set!: After that John dreamed up an act for each of us—designated by numbers.  A stream of Helen Hokinson type club women would come in cooing like pigeons with the excitement of meeting Bogie [Humphrey Bogart], and John would sing out,  “Number Five, kiddies, Number Five!”  At which Bogie would go into the prepared act with [Sidney] Greenstreet.  He’d start yelling at him, calling him a fat old fool, “Who the hell do you think you are?  You upstaged me, and I’m telling you I’m not having any—” and John would be pleading with him to hold his temper.  Very quickly, the uncomfortable and disillusioned ladies would exit and we could go back to work.
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(The Helen Hokinson Type)


“Number Ten” was a bit more involved.  I had to get into my portable [dressing room] with Peter Lorre before a group got over to where we were working.  When they had been guided into position by the gracious John Huston, saying politely, “I think you’ll see just fine right over here,” in sight of the door of my dressing room, he would then call out, “O.K., I think we’re ready for Number Ten, now.  Peter would open the door and come down the steps fastening his fly, and I would stick my head out the door, waving coy fingers as he said, “See you later, Mary.”  
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(Sam Spade’s Apartment with Peter Lorre, Mary Astor, 

Elisha Cook, Jr., and Sidney Greenstreet.)


Our long-suffering publicity man was not stupid.  He finally came to John saying, “May I have your permission, sir, to bring over some rather important guests this afternoon?  Without benefit of your %)# #!&* gags?”  And John said, “You can try, my friend, you can try.”  Soon the Falcon company became a closed set and we could get our work done without people gaping at us.


The Lakeside Golf Club was just across the highway from Warner Brothers Studio and had a pleasant poolside dining area.  Several of us were members and almost every day the company would gather there for a long hour and a half lunch period.  People from other companies would eye us suspiciously because we weren’t wolfing down sandwiches in a hurry to get back to work.  We would boast smugly, “We’re ’way ahead of schedule.”  I remember one sequence that we rehearsed late one afternoon.  It would run about seven minutes.  Johnnie had it planned to be shot with two cameras, both on tracks.  We worked it out in detail in the afternoon and the next morning shot it in two takes and went over to Lakeside about eleven and played around the pool for the rest of the day.  Seven minutes is a good day’s work.
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(Poster for The Maltese Falcon.)

The combination of Huston, Bogart and Lorre was very fast company in the wit department; there was a kind of abrasive, high-powered kidding-on-the-level thing that went on, and you joined in at your own risk.  Just to get into the act, one day at Lakeside I made the mistake of piping up with some kind of naïve smart crack and the ribbing was turned on me unmercifully.  I did the best I could for a while, but it was more than I could handle.  I got sort of backed into a corner:  “Then you admit you don’t like pointillism, that the Fauves were a bunch of jerks?”  “I didn’t say that, I just said—”  My eyes started to smart and I whimpered, “I just can’t keep up with this!  Bogie laughed his head off, along with the rest and then got up and came around the table to my place.  He wiped my tears away with elaborate care. “You’re O.K., baby,”  he said.  “So you’re not very smart—but you know it and what the hell’s the matter with that!”  Although it still was on a kidding level, Bogie really meant what he said.  “Be yourself and you’re in.”
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(Mary Astor’s Brigid O’Shaughnessy 

at the end of the movie.)
*Excerpt from A Life on Film by Mary Astor; Delacourte Press; 1967, 1968, 1971; New York; pages 1969 to 163.

