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"YOU RATTED ON US, TERRY," says Johnny Friendly (Lee J. Cobb) to Terry Malloy, played by Marion Brando, who has just testified against the mob.

"From where you stand, maybe," Terry shoots back. "But I'm standing over here 
now. I was rattin' on myself all those years and I didn't even know it ... You're a cheap, lousy, dirty, stinkin' mug. And I'm glad what I done to you. You hear that? I'm glad what I done. And I'm gonna keep on doin' it."

Few realized it at the time, but this famous scene from On The Waterfront was cinema a clef, and that Terry Malloy was speaking for director Elia Kazan, who had informed on a different kind of mob. Though he was glad about what he did, the director soon found himself the target of hatred and vilification, and of a subtle, very Hollywood version of the blacklist that lasted for two decades. But now that is over.

Elia Kazan personally ended it on March 21, when he accepted an honorary Oscar from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. By that act, the 89-year-old director, actor, and writer assured the triumph of justice, a fitting sequel for a great filmmaker with a "back story" as dramatic and filled with bristling conflict as any of his movies. And he allowed the community that had been ambivalent about him for much of his life to finally praise a famous man.

Elia Kazan took an unlikely path to becoming the great cinematic auteur of his generation. His film school was an exotic past that began with his birth in Constantinople in 1909 to the Kazanjioglou family of Anatolian Greeks. When he was four, the family came to America, one of countless thousands in a wave of immigration, but Elia or "Gadg," as he came to be called because of his fondness for gadgets, never lost his sense of being for the underdogs, or of being an outsider himself. When his book America America appeared, James Baldwin wrote on the dust jacket, "Gadg, baby, you're a nigger too."

The immigrant youth with the piercing eyes and thick nest of black hair managed to get into Williams and then studied drama at Yale. There he met a talented writer named Albert Maltz, a Columbia grad, who wrote to him, "We may be able to help with the Communist theatre which is starting."

Like others who would later make the move to Hollywood, Kazan learned his craft in a milieu dominated by the Communist Party, which praised his early effort in directing The Young Go First.

When Kazan joined the Party, he did so for spiritual reasons. "My hostility was no longer an alienation," he explained. "The Party had justified it, taught me that it was correct, even reasonable. I could be proud of it; it made me the comrade of angry millions all over the earth. I'd reacted correctly to my upbringing, to my social position, to the society around me, to the state of the world. I was a member of what was sure to be the victorious army of the future."

The effect of it all, he said, "made me into another person. I felt reborn, or born for the first time. The days of pain were over. I was an honored leader of the only good class, the working class, and the only real theatre, the Group."

The young Communist took what he learned from pioneering Russian directors such as Vsevolod Meyerhold and used it in classes he taught at the New Theatre League, a Communist front organization. Kazan played the lead in Clifford Odets' Golden Boy with Frances Farmer, "the blonde that you dream about," who had also been cultivated by the Communist Party. But Party support, as both Farmer and Kazan learned, carried a price.

Communist Party doctrine held that art was a weapon, and that unless a dramatic work sent the audience home with sweeping revolutionary insight, it amounted to mere bourgeois decadence. Cultural commissar V. J. Jerome taught that Marxists were artistic ubermenschen, who automatically wrote better plays and novels because they understood the scientific forces that motivated people. The owl-faced Jerome and his New York politburo vetted plays, scripts, and novels to ensure their political correctness.

The duty of writers and directors was to accept the dictates of Party bosses. Those who showed too much independence were required to crawl before Jerome and recant, a rite to which playwright John Howard Lawson and many other Party faithful submitted. But Budd Schulberg, one of the most talented of them, rejected the Communists' schedule of changes for What Makes Sammy Run? and soon left the Party, which sent one of its heavyweights to criticize Kazan and other free spirits.

"The Man from Detroit had been sent to stop the most dangerous thing the Party had to cope with: people thinking for themselves," Kazan said. "Comrades took the floor and competed as to who could say `Me too' best.... He'd come to make us frightened, submissive, and unquestioning."

That taste of police-state life drove Kazan out of the Party and transformed him into a premature anti-Stalinist, though he remained a man of the left. He appeared as an actor in City for Conquest and Blues in the Night. The 1945 A Tree Grows in Brooklyn confirmed that his deft touch as a stage director translated well to the screen. When the House Un-American Activities Committee came to town in 1947, Kazan was not called to testify. During the infamous hearings of October 1947, he was directing Gentleman's Agreement, starring Gregory Peck, for which Kazan won an Oscar, beating out George Cukor (A Double Life), David Lean (Great Expectations), Henry Koster (The Bishop's Wife), and Edward Dmytryk (Crossfire).

Those hearings were halted after the testimony of the Hollywood Ten, John Howard Lawson, Dalton Trumbo, Lester Cole, and others in the Hollywood politburo having delivered a series of harangues that alienated even some of their high-profile supporters like Humphrey Bogart. Kazan continued to work on the stage, directing Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman and Tennessee Williams' A Streetcar Named Desire, and later a film with some of the same cast, starring Marlon Brando as Stanley Kowalski and Karl Malden as Mitch.

Kazan had established himself as a leading American director by the time the House Committee hearings resumed in 1951. Much had happened since the first set of hearings. Stalin launched another wave of purges that included Kazan's mentor Vsevolod Meyerhold, along with Itzak Feffer and Solomon Michoels, a pair of Jews which American Communists had showcased stateside as proof that there could be no anti-Semitism under socialism. With help from American Communist spies, Stalin had acquired the atomic bomb and China had joined the ranks of Communist nations. Czechoslovakia fell to a Communist coup and North Korea invaded the south. By then Kazan was, in his words, "another man."

"I believed it was the duty of the government to investigate the Communist movement in our country," he wrote. "I couldn't behave as if my old `comrades' didn't exist and didn't have an active political program. There was no way I could go along with their crap that the CP was nothing but another political party like the Republicans and the Democrats. I knew very well what it was, a thoroughly organized, worldwide conspiracy. This conviction separated me from many of my old friends."

Kazan said he had "been ready to question and doubt ... I'd had every good reason to believe the party should be driven out of its many hiding places and into the light of scrutiny, but I'd never said anything because it would be called 'red-baiting.' "

Called as a witness, Kazan at first refused to identify former comrades but soon changed his mind, appearing at his own request and naming Communists he had known in the Group Theatre days. He explained himself two days later in an April 12, 1952, notice in the New York Times. Party wrath erupted quickly and predictably.

Lillian Hellman called the testimony "hard to believe for its pious s" and an avalanche of hate mail followed. That failed to deter Kazan, who later wrote, "within a year I stopped feeling guilty or even embarrassed about what I'd done." In fact, he had other statements to make.

Schulberg, who also cooperated with the Committee, had bought the rights to "Crime on the Waterfront," a series of Pulitzer Prize-winning articles by Malcolm Johnson, and written the screenplay that became On the Waterfront, for Kazan.

The work is an allegory of what both men had just been through. A crime commission is investigating corruption on the waterfront, where the mob runs the union. Crime boss Johnny Friendly bumps off those who don't play "D and

D,"-deaf and dumb. A priest, Father Barry, played by Karl Malden, urges the men not to match violence with violence. If they really want to hurt the mob, he says, they should testify to the crime commission.

"Now boys, get smart," says Barry. "Now getting the facts to the public, testifying for what you know is right against what you know is wrong. And what's ratting to them is telling the truth for you. Now can't you see that?" Those who remain silent, Barry adds, share the guilt.

The broken-down boxer tells his brother, Charlie the Gent, played by Rod Steiger, that this business of testifying is "tougher than I thought." But after Charlie falls victim to the thugs in a waterfront version of a Stalinist purge, Terry decides to talk, leading to the famous showdown scene.

On the Waterfront won seven Oscars, including best actor for Brando, with Budd Schulberg taking the laurels for best screenplay and Elia Kazan for best director.

"I was tasting vengeance that night and enjoying it," Kazan wrote in his 1988 memoirs. "On the Waterfront was my own story; every day I worked on that film, I was telling the world where I stood and my critics to go and f- themselves."

At the time Brando didn't understand the movie's symbolism, but the Party did. "It is not surprising," wrote screenwriter John Howard Lawson, who by then was the CP's commissar in Hollywood, "that the most subtle doses of McCarthyite poison are concocted by men who wear the livery of the informer." The movie, he said of this great classic, "points the way to the death of film art." For fellow Hollywood Ten alum Lester Cole, On the Waterfront was "designed to justify stoolpigeons and slander trade unionism." Kazan's old friend Arthur Miller joined in the "stoolpigeon" chorus, and the malicious Lillian Hellman, who would later disguise her own Stalinism in a series of deceitful memoirs, circulated the lie that Kazan had sold out for money.

In the moral equation later popularized by Victor Navasky's Naming Names, if informing of any kind was a sin, then informing on Communists was the unforgivable sin, and cooperating with the Committee was worse than defending Stalinism. Kazan's critics also took a cue from E. M. Forster's dictum that, given the choice of selling out his friends or his country, he would sell out his country-as if betraying one's country did not include one's friends and family, and could be sacrificed without sacrificing one's own identity and self.

Kazan went on to make East of Eden, featuring James Dean, an actor he discovered. The People's Daily World called Kazan's A Face in the Crowd, also written by Budd Schulberg, "one of the finest progressive films we have seen" even though it had been produced by "two stool pigeon witnesses." Baby Doll and Splendor in the Grass further showcased Kazan's talents. The Visitors, about a soldier who brings evidence of rape against former buddies, was the first film to deal with the home-front effects of Vietnam. It was well received at the 1972 Cannes Film Festival, but juror Joe Losey, whom Yves Montand described as a "1950s Stalinist," voted against it even though he liked the picture.

Kazan also proved that his talents were not limited to stage and screen, penning America America, praised as a "minor literary miracle" by the New York Times. He also wrote The Arrangement, The Assassins, The Understudy, Acts of Love, The Anatolian, and the masterful autobiography, Elia Kazan: A Life. By the time this book appeared in 1988, it was becoming clear that American popular culture offered few, if any, parallels to Kazan's body of work. In 1989, the American Film Institute considered him for their Lifetime Achievement Award but the stoolpigeon argument raised its ugly head once more by a generation that was in kneepants the first time it came around. Producer Gail Anne Hurd, attending her first meeting, said "we can't give this award to a man who named names," and Kazan was not selected.

By then it was also clear that, whatever his reasons for testifying, Elia Kazan had been right about the nature of Communism, Stalin, and the Soviet Union. And he had spoken out about it at a time when Stalinist terror was still claiming victims and in its most anti-Semitic phase. Far too many Hollywood liberals, on the other hand, had been wrong about Communism and remained silent while Stalin steadily expanded his death list, a list that included thousands of writers and artists.

"If you expect an apology now because I would later name names, you've misjudged my character," Kazan wrote in 1988. "The `horrible, immoral thing' I would do, I did out of my true self... The people who owe you an explanation (no apology expected) are those who, year after year, held the Soviets blameless for all their crimes."

But Kazan's consistent anti-Communism only hardened the hatred against him. In 1996, the Los Angeles Film Critics Association considered giving Kazan a lifetime achievement award, but Joe McBride, the organization's vice president, threatened to distribute copies of Kazan's testimony before the Committee and said that to give him an award would be ignoring the moral issue of informing. The group duly rejected Kazan and gave its lifetime achievement award instead to B filmmaker Roger Corman, whose cinematic slag heap includes Teenage Caveman and Attack of the Crab Monsters.

The rejections disturbed many, including the man who in A Streetcar Named Desire had dragged Blanche DuBois into the light. This past January, an 84​year-old Karl Malden appeared before a board meeting of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, a group that includes Gregory Peck, Lew Wasserman, and John Frankenheimer, and proposed an honorary Oscar for Elia Kazan.

"When I got up to talk, I suspected that there would be a big fight, but no one debated it at all," Malden explained. "I said I'm nominating a dear friend, and as far as I am concerned, there's no place for politics in any art form. An award like this is about your body of work. And when it comes to a body of work, Elia Kazan deserves to be honored."

The board agreed, approving the award unanimously. The conservative Charlton Heston applauded the decision in the Wall Street Journal, but in liberal

Hollywood the stench of the blacklist still lingered, stoked by the fires of the stoolpigeon argument.

"He made a lot of good pictures, so you could say he deserves an award for his work," said Abe Polonsky, screenwriter for Body and Soul and one of the Ten. "I just wouldn't want to give it to him. He was a creep. I wouldn't want to be wrecked on a desert island with him because if he was hungry, he'd eat me alive."

Polonsky should know. He was an ultra-orthodox Communist Party member ("I write the way I do because I'm a Marxist") who took a lead role in the inquisition of Kazan's friend Albert Maltz, whose crime was to write an article criticizing the Party doctrine that art must be a weapon. The Hollywood Communists forced Maltz to recant and write a groveling retraction.

Polonsky was not alone: "An artist displays honor when he stands up to HUAC, as the late great actor Lionel Stander did, not when he panders to HUAC, as Elia chose to do," said actor Allan Garfield. "This is simply not the time, nor will there ever be a time, to reward past capitulation with honorary Oscars of the present."

Stander, who was not a great actor, was also a member of a Party whose personal dialectic still plays, at this late date, in certain Hollywood circles. As it goes, America is evil and capitalism is bad-except for my three-picture deal with Paramount.

The current cabbage-patch left held protests to sabotage the award to Kazan. Whatever the tantrum, justice delayed is not now justice denied for a great American artist. And if some filmmaker on the rise wanted to show true guts and independence, he could option Kazan's story. The pitch would be easy.

This is a story about a guy who told the world where he stood, who was glad he did it, who kept on doing it under great adversity, who suffered slander and injustice for his stand, but who stuck to his principles and emerged triumphant in the end. The filmmaker would not be working under the same language restrictions that existed in 1954. Nor would the tale have to be symbolic, as On the Waterfront was, but could at last deal with the C-word quite directly.

John Howard Lawson: "You ratted on us, Elia."

Elia Kazan: "Hey, f- you. You're a cheap, corrupt piece of Stalinist s-. That's why I'm glad what I did to you. You hear that? I'm glad what I done, and I'm gonna keep on doing it."
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