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William A. Brady’s 1914
Film Adaptation of Frank Norris’s The Pit

Thomas K. Dean
Cardinal Stritch College

The drama of life of Norris’s "Romantic” writing, as he
called it, naturally captured the attention of the theater
world. Benjamin Franklin Fisher IV has shown this to be
true in his article "7he Pir as a Play.” As Fisher relates,
the play by Channing Pollock was commissioned by the
famous producer William A. Brady, and the stage drama
was quite a success.! However, Brady milked the dra-

~ matic potential of Norris’s last novel further, for he also

produced a film version of The Pir in 1914. The struggle
and sensationalism of the ensuing negotiations and pro-
duction became in themselves an interesting drama.

The mid-teens was a time of tremendous expansion in
the movie industry, and many small independent studios
were created. Not the least among these was William A.
Brady Picture Plays, Inc., which produced films of stage
successes. Brady’s films were distributed through the
World Film Corporation, which attempted to market itself

as a "quality” company with its celluloid adaptations of . s

famous plays starring well-respected thespians and made

byh;gi:lymgardedth&trmlﬁgm‘esﬁke&ﬁy
Brady acquired the motion picture rights to The Pir
mrwghasmmofmqvasyv!‘le’mmm&}ﬁb-

the time, the Edison Company had approached him,
offering $1,000 down for the exclusive use of The Pit.?
Doubleday Page and Company, Frank’s publisher,
pointed out to Charles that Brady held the dramatic
rights, but nevertheless claimed that they themselves still
retained the motion picture rights to all of Frank’s work
and could get a better deal than Edison was offering. As
Brady entered the scene with his own claims, he
threatened to sue Doubleday if it granted the rights to
Edison or anyone else. Charles’ position was weakened
wummmmmmmml :
rendered a decision regarding the theatric
pmenghtsthatsnpporderady’sm
this decision was soon appealed to the Supreme Court.
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pay 10% of that ($100) to Frank Rice, an agent who hand-
led the negotiations. On 8 May 1914, Charles sent Jean-
nette her share—$450—of the remaining advance money.

Charles was clearly frustrated by the negotiations and
worked to keep Jeannette above the fray. In the letter of
é May, enclosed with Jeannette’s advance check, he wrote,
"Closing the contract has been fraught with all sorts of
complications. Doubleday Page & Company followed their
usual penny-pinch policy. At one time Brady, D. P. &
Co., and myself all threatened to sue one another. Of
course that was a bluff on my part; but I don’t think it was
on theirs. The one thing I wanted to keep you free from
was the possibility of a suit and this I have done. When
I see you next September I will give you the full story of
it. It would be amusing if it were not for the fact that
there was so much dirty squabbling."

When film production finally got underway, Brady en-
gaged Maurice Tourneur as the director, and the famous
actor Wilton Lackaye starred as Curtis Jadwin, repeating
his role from Brady’s stage version of the novel. Gail
Kane starred as Laura Dearborn, with Milton Sills as Cort-
hell. The production was shot mostly at the Peerless
Studios of the World Film Company at Fort Lee, New Jer-
sey.

c}llfirzaldy did not meet his June release deadline. Pre-
release publicity hype began appearing in movie magazines
in November 1914, and it focused on the pit scene itself as
one of the most spectacular ever filmed. Brady had be-
come known as as a master of spectacle on stage and
screen; the New York Clipper called him "the best known
director of big situations in the theatrical world,” and
Moving Picture World pegged him as "the premier d?rector
of stage mobs."® To ensure realism, Brady sent director
Tourneur and star Lackaye, along with other principals, to
Chicago to get a feel for the real Chicago Board of Trafie
pit and to film local exterior scenes. The New York Clzp
per of 5 December 1914 reported that "many prominent
traders in the wheat pit of the Chicago Board of Trade
became moving picture actors temporarily during th; past
week, when Wilton Lackaye took various scenes in the
room of the famous board for the photoplay version of the
stage success, ‘The Pit.” . . . Inadditiontosqencsiq.‘The
Pit,” Mr. Lackaye posed before the Auditorium [Building],
at several of the large wheat elevators and the Chicago
Stock Yards. Panoramic scenes were taken from the
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Auditorium tower, showing the line of skyscrapers in
‘the loop” district."”” The Billboard reported the same
information on 12 December 1914.%

Nearly all the major movie trade magazines reported
Brady’s production of the great pit scene back at the
Peerless studios in Fort Lee, and it was touted as the
largest interior shooting ever made.® The preparations
were heralded in the 21 November 1914 issue of Moving
Picture World: "At the World Film studios at Fort Lee,
plans are being laid out to secure 500 supers for the big
scenes of ‘The Pit,” and when the time comes to take
these scenes, William A. Brady will direct the work of
rehearsing them and placing them so that the comera [sic]
shall get the best possible effects.”’® With exacting
realism that foreshadowed Erich von Stroheim’s almost
maniacal insistence on accuracy in Greed (his adaptation
of McTeague) a decade later, Brady recreated the
Chicago Board of Trade in precise detail. The grand
defeat of Curtis Jadwin was filmed on 28 November:
"Five hundred men took part in the picture, and Director
Tourneour [sic] secured the services of sixty brokers
from Wall street, the New street curb, the Consolidated {§
Exchange and the New York Stock Exchange. . . . Sev-
eral of the brokers had bought and sold wheat in the very
pit which was being reproduced for the camera in the pit
scenes. Forty Western Union and Postal messenger boys
were used to add to the realism of the settings.""! 7he
New York Clipper did not forget director Maurice Tour-
neur’s hand in the spectacle: "The wheat pit scene is an
achievement that the World Film Corporation can well be
proud of, and Director Tourneur can boast of another
feather in his hat.""

The exhibition of such a grand film required spec-
tacular gimmicks as well. World Film thought through
its advertising strategy very carefully. In an article
entitled "World Film Posters Highly Artistic and Dis-
tinctively Impressionistic,” The New York Clipper of 16
January 1915 reported that "on the poster for ‘The Pit,’
. . . avery odd effect has been achieved by using no-
thing but the action of the photograph [of the scene in the
pit], showing the bodies entirely in solid mass. Working
it in strong poster colors is another treatment which is |
wonderfully effective, and will make ‘The Pit’ stand out.
.. . No attempt is made to show any details of clothes or
outline other than the actual faces and hands."® For
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hype, the press advertisements too played up the now fam-
ous pit scene. An ad appearing in Moving Picture World

pictured it and boasted, "This scene in the wheat pit isan

example of the wonderful fidelity of detail with which this
feature has been staged."'* The same ad featured star Wil-
ton Lackaye’s name more prominently than Brady’s and
claimed, "The gripping plot and action which made this
the greatest stage triumph of this great star insures its
success in YOUR theater." Other Moving Picture World
ads also played up Lackaye’s stage fame: "A great star in
his greatest stage triumph";'® "WILTON LACKAYE'S GREAT-
EST STAGE TRIUMPH. "'¢
Chicago was naturally interested in publicizing the film
greatly. The New York Dramatic Mirror reported that
Harry Weiss, the Chicago manager for the World Film
Corporation, made sure that, when Lackaye and company
visited Chicago as mentioned above, he was there. He set
up "the taking of a picture in which many prominent wheat
dealers posed, and three weekly motion picture cameramen
were on the job taking a moving picture of Wilton Lack-
aye making a moving picture. All the critics of the dra-
C matic sections of the daily papers gave Wilton Lackaye

space, with the result that two extra prints of the film will
be needed to take care of the bookings in Chicago."”

Once the audience was lured to the theater, the gimmicks
did not stop. The New York Dramatic Mirror also report-
ed that at Chicago showings, "each lady . . . will receive
with the compliments of the flour mamxfacturers a silk
sack containing a pound of flour put up in representation
of a ninety eight pound sack.""®

Unfortunately, we will probably never find out if the
film lived up to its hype, for no print seems to exist. I
havequenedthemajorAmencanandBﬁnshﬁlmarchw
ives, and none of them holds a copy.
number of major film scholars associated w% thess
archives have told me that they do not believe i
exists. This would not s umal. for'ﬁims i this
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of Congress, however. It describes the physical appear-

ance of each shot of the film and includes the text of this

silent film’s intertitles. We cannot tell too much from
this script, though, since much of the art of the film ex-

isted only in the film itself: the continuity script does not

record the actors’ interpretations of their roles. We can,
nevertheless, get a rough sense of the film’s content.
Fisher, in the aforementioned article "The Pir as 2 Play,”
notes how a stage adaptation of this novel would reguire
severe abridgement and would cater to the melodramatic
tastes of early twentieth-century popular stage and-
iences. The same could be said of the film, and per-
haps even moreso with its more restricted time-frame,®
its dependence on silent movement and gesture, and its
limited number of dialogue intertitles.? The dramz in
the film is restricted to a melodramatic, simplistic strug-
gle between business and love rather than the compiex
exploration of the components of life in Norris’s novel.
The complexity of all Norris’s characters is seversly cur-
tailed in the film as well, and, perhaps to 2 greater extent
even than in the play, we end up with Jadwin as 2 one-
dimensional male chauvinist, exclusively obsessed with
his market deals. Laura becomes simply an abandoned
woman, mooning over her absent husband. Cuﬂ.
seems, mmerdyastagepmp,am
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is Quite indisputable that the presence of these strong
plavers gave the story its hold through their charac-
terizations and that the work of the cast will stand by
itself, independent of any outside influence "—but the main
praise is reserved for director Tourneur: “"Yet it is the
breath of vital issue and quick concern that Mr. Tourneur
has blown into the story that makes it worth remembering.
Call it punch, heart hold, or what not, it seizes upon the
imagination and holds it in a taut grip."® Other reviewers
were equally complimentary of both actors and director,
some of them judging that The Pir exhibited the artists’
finest work. Of the actors, George Blaisdell in Moving
Picture World claimed that “their work is of their best."*
Peter Milne in Mosion Picture News had even grander
praise for the whole production: "It may be said without
fear of contradiction that ‘The Pit’ is one of the very best
releases turned out by the World Film Corporation. The
director, Maurice Tourneur, has proven that however old
the story in hand may be, it may be effectively treated in
its production, causing it to be just as engrossing as if it
had never before appeared. By simply devoting a reas-
onable amount of attention to detail, a matter often over-
looked by producers, Mr. Tourneur has gained some ex-
cellent effects, both by the good acting of almost everyone
in the cast and the realistic and faultlessly constructed
seqtings. "

Ultimmly though, following the lud of the pre-

constructed settings " received most notice and praise. The
Chicago exteriors as well as the opera house were often
cited. The New York Dramasic Mirror declared, "It must
be said that Chicago gets its full share of praise not only
hmmwhammwuuhap‘

in one of the sub-titles. Quite a whole reel is

devoted to the ‘showy’ wdmmm

mmmmd’ﬂnmaﬂmm*
ammmﬁmm

- ficult task to excel this picture of the wheat pit of the
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"they are not at all superfluous. "®

The grandest accolades, not surprisingly, were re-
served for the pit scene itself, which was recognized as
the best such scene filmed to date. The New York Dra-
matic Mirror was perhaps the most enthusiastic: "To out-
do anything that has been done in the way of ‘exchange’
scenes—and producers have vied with much earnestness
and great success in the past—is the task which Director
Tourneur has set himself. . . . a memorable setting for
the big moment of the play, one that sets a new artistic
and realistic mark. Some one will probably reproduce
some other exchange, such as the one in New York, with
wonderful exactitude and intensity, but it will be a dif-

Windy City. It is a fitting scene for a fine play."*' Peter
Milne also compared the Brady/Tourneur scene to its
predecessors, but did so a bit more colorfully: "In an ex-
change scene we have been accustomed to see shaky
walls, men taking the parts of brokers who apparently :
have spent most of their lives as truckmen or m Bks,
and the whole specuclehasoﬁenbem gros!
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no tempestuous love scenes leading up to the proposed  letter to Brady stating that the producer’s proposal to
eclopement. It is done in cold blood—each with a full provide payment on or about 1 July was "not satisfactory
understanding of the proposed step. But this is only an  to our clients, and is not in accordance with the contract
incident in a story of a business battle, for the relation of  but warrants a cancellation of it, and that his disregard of
which all tracks are cleared—with the exception of perhaps  this and other provisions has continued so long that you
one other, that of a subsidiary theme [unidentified by  have reached the point where you must take some action
Blaisdell], which is lost."™™ Peter Milne had no res- to secure your contractual rights."
ervations about the story: "Throughout the story colorful Russell Doubleday wrote to Charles Norris on 24 June
and human interest touches are present, possessed with the 1915, explaining the situation and enclosing a copy of
creative powers of causing the picture to appear unusually  Emery’s letter. Doubleday recommended to Charles that
true to life.™* they force Brady to carry out his contract rather than
Although I do not have specific information on the box  cancel and try to begin the other films with another pro-
office performance of The Pir, the film was nevertheless  ducer. Doubleday reasoned that "the cancellation of the
financially successful for William A. Brady since, under contract might tie up the property for some time, and it
the system in place at the time, he made his profits by might not be easy to make so good an arrangement with
selling the film to his distributor, the World Film Corp- another house." Doubleday actually seemed sympathetic
oration, which would be the entity that would lose if the  to Brady, blaming the problems on a lousy system: "The"
film flopped. Unfortunately, Charles and Jeannette con- moving picture business generally, has been very loose
tinued to suffer struggles with Brady and Doubleday long  and badly managed, and I think it is due to this that Mr.
after the film was released. According to the contract with  Brady has not carried out his contract. I feel quite sure
Doubleday, Brady was to provide "on the Ist of each it is not his desire to avoid his responsibilities. In many
E‘\smomhaﬁerthereleaseofmyﬁlmaumuﬂmmte cases that have come to my notice, the n
statement of the gross sums received by you therefrom, people have not kept their promises and
and should make cash settlement in accordance there- that are made as to profits are often greal
with. "™ As of June 1915, six months after the release of ~ Doubleday further suggested tha
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with the World Film Corporation to sell them the rights to
the film for twice the cost of production. Brady stated that
the production outlay was $25,354.16, and that World
Film had paid him $50,708.32. Doubleday’s royalty was
to be 10%, for a total of $5,070.82. One thousand dollars
had been paid in advance, as stated above, so Brady owed
Doubleday $4,070.82. A 2 July statement from Double-
day accounted for the division of this $4,070.82. Frank
Rice, the agent who negotiated with Brady, was still owed
his 10% of Doubleday’s remaining cut, which amounted
to $407.08. Half of the remaining amount was then to be
turned over to Jeannette, and a check in the amount of
$1,831.87 was made over to her on 6 July. In all, then,
Brady, after production costs and royalties to Doubleday
(and Jeannette), cleared a profit of $20,283.34. Frank

Rice, Doubleday’s agent, received $507.08. Doubleday

and Jeannette, then, each cleared $2,281.87.

With an undated letter, Charles sent Jeannette her re-
maining $1,831.87, exclaiming, "Here’s money at last!
I'm glad there’s something tangible to send you although
its [sic] by no means what you ought to get." The pro-
ceedings had clearly taken their toll on Charles, for he also
complained, "I've got a horrible stiff neck and I can’t
write without a great deal of pain so forgive me if this is
short.” He continued to implore Jeannette not to judge
him harshly regarding the handling of the whole matter: "I
love you very dearly and shall always. Don’t believe that
I have ‘grossly mismanaged’ your affairs.”

William A. Brady made no other films based on Nor-
ris’s novels, but at this point I am not aware if his contract
' for them had in fact been cancelled or if other circum-
stances prevented their production. A non-Brady film ver-
sion of Moran of the Lady Letty, starring Rudolph Valen-
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ures, we can see that Norris’s art was sufficiently dra-
matic, popular, and esteemed to warrant adaptation long
after his death. Erich von Stroheim’s major adaptation
of McTeague ten years later further confirms Norris’s
staying power in the American consciousness, and the re-
cent successful operatic production of McTeague reveals
that William A. Brady’s film of The Pit was only one
piece of ore in the artistic mining of Norris’s work that
continues today.

; Notes 5
'Benjamin Franklin Fisher, IV, “Tkﬁtaal‘h‘m
Norris Studies, No. 4 (Autumn 1987), 4. . .
*Unpublished letter in the Frank Norris Collection (C-H 80), '
The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. All |
mbsmmmmmmmﬁmwmi e«
this collection. I wish to thank Mary Lawlor for sharing her
dlscoveryoftheselenuswﬁmsﬂs&w
Library for permission to quote from them. ,
Wmmmawmm I
Russell Doubleday, June 18, 1915.
‘In an undated letter from Charles to Je
1mmm'nmdmmrj wned |

tino and directed by George Melford was, however, re- oy
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Photographic Ilustrations of production stills he "Photoplay” series of which
William A. Brady’s Film, The Pit Mc m 1924 (see A3.1.v). It was
Joseph R. McElrath, Jr. 717 or shortly thereafter.
Florida State University me includes the f,v,.;r spiece portrait of the
izyed the part of Curtis Jadwin, Wilton
ilowed by six photographic illustrations of
In Frank Norris: A Descriptive Biblic graph, (1992), 1 the film. The first and third through sixth face
noted an "undated Grosset & Dunlap publication” of The 246, 316, 382, and 406, respectively. The
Piz that I had not located or found listed for sale in the 1 this montage spans two unnumbered pages
standard trade announcements publications (see A7. ). between pages 214 and 215—and is included
This uncopyrighted printing of the first edition I hay aplogies for the portion of the image lost to the

finally obtained: it is one of the volu mes, il THE GREAT PIT SCENE.”
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The Epic of the Wheat

THE PFE

A STORY OF CHICAGO

BY
FRANK NORRIS

ILLUSTRATED WITH 3CENES PROM THE PHOTO-
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FLAYSL INC~-THE WORLD FILM CORPORATION.
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Courtesy of Wom. A. Brady Phetoplays, Inc—World Fiim Cors.
WILTON LACKAYE IX “THE pop.”
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X Courtesy of Wnt. A. Brady Dhotoplays, i =c.—~M’orld Film Cerp.
@ AT THE OPERA.

s 3 . %
L Conrtoay of W, A, Rrady Divtoplays, Incomlborid Film Corp




Conrtesy of Wm, A, Brady lhetoplays, ne—Weorid Fiim Corp,

SHELDON CORTMELL FILIS SOME OF MRS. JADWIN'S TIME

Courtesy of W, A. Brady Photoplnys, Inc—World Film Corp.
JADWIN BIDDING MRS, JADWIN GOODBYR.




Coustesy of im, A. Brady Thoteplays lac—World Film Corf.

MRS, JADWIN ADMIRING ITERSELF,

Cowrtesy of Wom. A. Birady Dhotoplays, Inc—~Weorld Film Corp.
AFTER THE PIT CRASI.
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Current Publications: Update

Thomas K. Dean
Cardinal Stritch College

| Presented here is a tenth installment designed to complement
[! Frank Norris: A Reference Guide (1974). The arrangement of
items is chronological and alphabetical within years. Please
forward new and omitted items to Thomas K. Dean.

Dean, Thomas K. "The Critical Reception of Erich von Stro-
3 heim's Greed," Frank Norris Studies, No. 9 (Spring 1990), pp.
| 7-11.  Traces the critical adulation and excoriation of von
i Stroheim’s 1924 film adaptation of McTeague to the present.

Fried, Michael. "Almayer’s Face: On ‘Impressionism’ in
Conrad, Crane, and Norris," Critical Inquiry, 17 (1990),
193-236. Explores the relationships between the antagonistic
: forces of materiality and the production of representation and
i writing in Vandover and the Brute and A Man's Woman.

Hochman, Barbara. "Self-Disclosure in the Fiction of Frank
Norris," Frank Norris Studies, No. 9 (Spring 1990), 5-7.
Norris wished at the same time for a strong authorial presence
and its absence in his writing.

Korth, Philip A. "Adrift in a Sea of Dreams: Space and Time
' in America," Journal of American Culture, 13, No. 2 (Sum-
mer 1990), pp. 85-90. A common theme of American writing
is escape from time and space through motion. At the erd of
the nineteenth century, works like Norris’s The Octopus
became cynical about such means of escape as the railroad.

I Michaels, Walter Benn. "The Contracted Heart," New Liter-
ary History, 21 (1990), 495-531. In the late nineteenth

B
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Miller, Elise. "The Feminization of American Realist
Theory," American Literary Realism, 23 (1990), 20-41.
Recognizing the mass female readership, realists were pre-
occupied with feminine metaphors. In his criticism, Norris
personifies the new muse as female and as the symbol of
burgeoning realism, yet he maintains that women themselves
are barred from participating in this cultural development.

Moen, Ole O. “Frontier and Region: The West and
American Exceptionalism from John Winthrop to Ronald W.
Reagan," American Studies in Scandinavia, 22 (1990), 57-72.
The Octopus was inspired by Westerners feeling exploited by
the railroads and Eastern business interests, and is linked to
modern-day Westerners’ resentment of "New Westerners” as
power holders. e B
Stein, Harry H. "American M of Technology |
Since 1900," " Journalism Quarterly, 67 (1990), 401-409. |
Nomswassympamemmm&miw
of control over technology. v

Williams, Sherwood. mma:MM’

my female criminality was attributed more to economic O™

motives than perversity. ~McTeague’s Trina exhibits the

: paradoxical link between sex and money in her miserliness
| Gesire t0 own) fulfilled by her masochism (her desire




