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THE SILENT EMPIRE OF
RAYMOND ROHAUER

The ever expanding power of the cinema’s strangest mogul, by John Baxter ;

photograph by Carl Fischer

If an Oscar is ever given for the
greatest achievement in infuriating
the meotion picture community, its
first recipient will almost certainly be
a podgy 50-year-old New Yorker
named Raymond Rohauer. In the
eyes of most fans of the cinema,
Rohauer is to the movies what Dr
Jekyll is to medicine. In a hectic 10-
year campaign he has come close to
cornering the market in silent movie
classics, and though his ownership is
bitterly denied, he claims control over
the work of Buster Keaton, D. W.
Griffith, Douglas Fairbanks Sr.,
Harry Langdon and Mack Sennett,
as well as films featuring Greta
Garbo, Laurel and Hardy, Rudolph
Valentino, W. C. Fields and other
stars. Any infringement of his al-
leged rights is greeted with threats to
sue, delivered by an international
team of lawyers who even monitor
film society and television schedules
for unauthorised screenings.
Copyright law is a jungle which
threatens to engulf the early cinema,
and few people know its thickets

"| better than Rohauer. In the United

States there is a copyright period
of 28 years on any work of art,
with provision for ome renewal
for the same period. But it’s a
movie truism that if a film doesn’t
make money in three years it won’t
make any money at all; many film
companies never bothered to renew
copyright after the first 28 years,
others didn’t last that long. Their
films fell into public domain, fair
game, like the bulk of literature, for
anyone wanting to use them. An
industry grew up to distribute these
films to film societies, private col-
lectors, schools and television, and
its operators tended to ignore the
copyright issue.

Only a few lawyers realised that a
writer who sold his novel to a film
studio did not necessarily sell it for
all time — only until the company let
copyright lapse on the film they
made. And a star paid by the studio
with a share of the film still owned
that share when the company was
long forgotten. Though the issues

were seldom this simple, copyright
law was virgin ground for a smart
operator with the minimum of ethics,
as Raymond Rohauer found.

Shrewdly exploiting the vague
and often contradictory statutes,
Rohauer has renewed lapsed copy-
rights in his own name, tracked down
writers or their heirs and bought the
literary rights to classic films, re-
vived dead companies and signed
contracts with old stars to distribute
their work. Significantly, none of the
silent cinema’s good businessmen —
Harold Lloyd, Charlie Chaplin — had
more than passing dealings with him.
His clients are the desperate and the
destitute, or widows and heirs who
smell money in the work of the dead.
Watching his activities among the
aged, infirm and sometimes senile
survivors of 1920s Hollywood a
disgusted associate nicknamed Ro-
hauer ‘The carrion crow of Beverly
Hills’.

Most film museums in Europe
and the U.S. know Rohauer all too
well, but the public hears his name
less often. It appears on BBC pro-
grammes like Golden Stlents and The
Sound of Laughter, for which he
supplied comedy film clips; and any
Buster Keaton revival- carries a
Rohauer acknowledgment in larger
type than that of the star. Sharper
eyes will spot it at the foot of a
comic strip based on Bob Monk-
house’s Mad Movies series, and on
posters for holidays in Morocco which
feature a still of Valentino from T%e
Son of the Shetk: in 1971 Rohauer
extracted £250 from the Moroccan
Tourist Board on the strength of his
dubious rights to this film and forced
the advertising agency to add his
credit to five hundred posters.
Credit means as much as money to
Rohauer. A London film distributor
was recently required to stamp an
acknowledgment to him across the
pages of a new catalogue, and when
The Sound of Laughter was being
filmed at the National Film Theatre
he arranged for a sign to be erected in
the foyer emphasising that he had
supplied some of the films being used.

Despite this obsession, Rohauer
keeps low. He is not incorporated as
a company, has no office staff, and
once told a U.S. court that he wasn’t
sure where his business records could
be found. He doesn’t advertise or
publish a catalogue. Asked how he
can function as a film distributor in
such secrecy, he said, “People know
what I have available and they
contact me.” In fact contacting
Rohauer is not easy: having spread
his net, he waits quietly for someone
to stumble in. Occasionally he sur-
faces in New York or Paris, and more
regularly at London’s Mayfair Hotel,
whose private cinema, the Starlight
Club, has become his British show-
case. Tracing his past can be equally
hard, but by sifting reams of court
testimony and newspaper clippings
it is possible to compile a rough
biography.

Born in Buffalo, New York, in
1924, Rohauer moved to California
in 1942, briefly did pre-law studies at
Los Angeles City College but left
without graduating. For some of this
time he worked as a grave-digger.
In 1947 he took over the Society of
Cinema Arts, a small Los Angeles
film society. His first coup, he
proudly recalls, was to lure the re-
tired D. W. Griffith to a screening of
The Birth of a Nation. Old and drunk,
it was all Griffith could do to
acknowledge the applause. In the
late Forties, Rohauer free-lanced as
a concert promoter, directed a few
amateur films, apparently bad, and in
1950 rented the Coronet Cinema in
La Cienega Boulevard, which
became his base for seven years.

Over the next decade Rohauer
became one of America’s most active
and unusual movie traders. “When I
joined the American Film Institute,”
says archivist David Shepherd,
“ ‘Rohauer’ was already a generic
name for film pirate.” Films leased
to him by private companies were
illegally copied and the duplicates
sold or placed in his swelling
collection: in 1971 he boasted a
personal hoard of twelve thousand
titles. Persuading the New York

Museum of Modern Art that the
Coronet was a film appreciation
society, he borrowed many famous
film classics, most of which can now
be bought on the collectors’ market.
American film buffs accuse him of
preying even on other collectors.
One method, they claim, was to
represent himself to the gullible as
an agent employed by the studio to
retrieve illegal prints, then con-
fiscate their collections and disappear.

The Coronet quickly became a
centre for film fans and other, odder,
elements. Professor Raymond Field-
ing, now head of the Radio, Tele-
vision and Film Department of
Philadelphia’s Temple University but
during the- Fifties a Los Angeles
student with a keen interest in
Rohauer’s activities, recalls that his
cinema was the hang-out for “homo-
sexuals, people who were ‘bent’, and
other exotica”. Its printed pro-
grammes playfully encouraged them
by such subtleties as consistently
misprinting the sumame of poet
Jacques Prévert as ‘Pervert’. In
October 1957 the Los Angeles police
swooped on the Coronet and arrested
Rohauer for exhibiting a number of
pornographic homosexual films. Be-
cause Kenneth Anger’s experimental
masterpiece Fireworks was among
them, the artistic establishment ral-
lied to his support, but in February
1958 he was found guilty, fined 250
dollars and placed on three years’
probation, a decision reversed later
on appeal.

Less easy to square was a col-
lision with Charlie Chaplin. Hounded
for his leftist politics, Chaplin left
America in the 1950s to live in Europe.
Shortly afterwards, Rohauer acquired
at auction a number of battered
Chaplin films. Though possession of
a print conferred no right to dis-
tribute it — the shrewd Chaplin had
retained control of almost all his
work — and notwithstanding their bad
condition, many being worn or in-
complete, Robauer sold the films to
cinemas and set up a company,
Artistic Films, to exploit them. But
even in Switzerland Chaplin kept
his eyes open, and lawyers were put
on to Rohauer’s trail. This case was
clearly only one of many copyright
abuses committed by Rohauer, and
in 1962 he was indicted on 29 charges
of wilful infringement of copyright
for profit on such films as Chaplin’s
Shoulder Arms, The Gold Rush, The
Great Dictator and City Lights, and
the French classic Carner de Bal,




owned by Paramount. But shortly
before the case was due to be heard,
all the Chaplin indictments were
withdrawn; film people surmise that
the prosecution feared the effect of
anti-Chaplin sentiment on the jury
or were unable to bring the comedian
back to the U.S. to testify. Rohauer
pleaded guilty on the Carner de Bal
charge, on which he was fined 500
dollars and given five years’ proba-
tion.

His leases on the Coronet and
another Los Angeles cinema, the
Riviera-Capri, disposed of, Rohauer
moved to New York and turned his
eyes to Europe, helped by his new
association with the comedian Buster
Keaton. In the 1920s, Keaton had
been the most inventive of film
comics. The General, The Navigator,
Steamboar Bill Jr. and Sherlock ¥r.
earned a fortune, soon frittered away
in high living. Most of the stock in
Buster Keaton Productions was
owned by his producer brother-in-
law Joseph Schenck, who ‘sold’
Keaton to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer
when the studio was formed. There,
production-line methods and chang-
ing fashion eroded his talent. By the
mid-1950s he was a sick old man
living in the small suburban house
he had bought for his mother in the
fat days. His films were barely remem-
bered except by scholars and a few
fans.

The exact relationship between
Keaton and Rohauer is shadowy.
Rohauer likes to paint himself as the
devotee who rescued his idol from
obscurity, spent years tracing the
ownership of his films and finally
restored Keaton and his work to
rightful eminence. The truth is less
romantic. After his agreement with
Keaton, Rohauer re-formed the de-
funct Buster Keaton Productions and
began circulating his films; but in
1962 Leopold Friedman, a trustee in
the liquidaton of Buster Keaton
Productions and also the estate of
Joseph Schenck — the majority share-
" holder - filed an injunction to stop
him. Friedman successfully claimed
that Rohauer had shown The Navi-
gator, among other Keaton comedies,
without any right, and he was forced
to pay 250 dcllars fine and 600
dollars costs, as well as surrender
the Keaton films he held. It was not
through his friendship with Keaton,
who owned, at most, 25 per cent. of
his films, but rather as part of a deal
with Friedman that he was licensed
to re-release Keaton’s work.

Rohauer also began a campaign
against MGM to relinquish Keaton’s
later works on the grounds, ad-
mittedly sound, that they were not
being effectively distributed. To
Rohauer’s credit he did restore
Keaton to the limelight, engineering
well-deserved tributes like a 1963
Venice Film Festival retrospective
which re-introduced him to the
young European audience, but
Rohauer’s interest in Keaton seems

to have been at least as much
commercial as artistic. One British
critic recalls breaking to him the
news of Keaton’s death in 1966
from lung cancer, having heard a
radio report en route to a meeting
with him. “I’'m sorry to tell you
Buster is dead,” he said "gently.
Rohauer fizxed him with a beady eye
and snapped “Is it confirmed ?”
Strengthened by his control of
Keaton, Rohauer campaigned ruth-

lessly among the world’s film mu-
seums during the 1960s, forcing many
of them to surrender their copies of
Keaton’s films as well as those of
other stars whose work he now
claimed, notably Douglas Fairbanks
St., with whose son he went into
partnership. Archivists, mostly ama-
teurs, were terrified by the eruption
of big business into their gentlemanly
field. “None of us wanted to grasp
the nettle of copyright,” »—>-
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explained John Huntley, at that time
an executive of the British Film
Institute. “Inside the Institute it just
wasn’t discussed. The films were on
the shelf and we thought they would
always be there. If anybody bought
the rights, surely they wouldn’t mind
us showing them — providing we
didn’t book the Odeon, Leicester
Square. But Rohauer saw that, since
the advent of television, every piece
of film had a price tag. Compilations
and re-runs opened up a huge market
and he was the first to exploit it.”

Perhaps taking a lead from the
submissive British Film Institute,
whose policy was to ‘play along’ with
Robhauer, the BBC in 1969 signed a
deal with him to supply silent comedy
films for the Golden Silents series.
Everyone was coy about the sum, but
Rohauer suggested that half a million
dollars “wouldn’t be far from the
mark”, and the deal was rumoured
to have saved many of his precarious
copyright claims then threatening to
evaporate for lack of money to
continue his campaign. Ironically,
both Golden Silents and later The
Sound of Laughter were filmed on
stage at the National Film Theatre,
which is regularly forced to cancel
programmes and even whole seasons
on Rohauer’s order. But the peak of
Rohauer’s television activities was a
series called Fractured Flickers, whose
combination of old movie clips and
facetious commentary still brings a
shudder to film buffs. Backed by Los
Angeles producer Jay Ward, Rohauer
came to London in 1960 seeking
material for the show, and gave two
local film experts a predictably bitter
first taste of his methods.

Denis Gifford, later the brains of
Thames TV’s Looks Famihar, and
Kevin Brownlow, author, film collec-
tor and director, were told little about
the kind of series for which Rohauer
wanted films, but he was lavish with
promises. Gifford went on the Jay
Ward payroll as a researcher, and
Brownlow was offered a tempting
basket of film goodies, including
Erich von Stroheim’s mammoth
Greed, for his help. While Ward’s
representative was in London things
went smoothly, but as soon as he
returned to America Rohauer told
Gifford to locate and hire not only
British films but any old movies he
found, ideally those with Valentino,
Laurel and Hardy or other big names.
These were to be sent not to Ward’s
Los Angeles office but a private
address, as were carbons 3p—> 38
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of all Gifford’s letters to Ward. Sur-
mising that Rohauer intended to copy
the films, Gifford refused and was
fired. Some moriths later, Brownlow
received his payment — poor copies
of tenth-rate films, with no sign of
Greed or any of the promised master-
pieces. As an added insult, he was
also presented with a £300 bill for
customs duties.

It’s only in Europe that Rohauer
continues to get away with it. In the
USA several incidents have shattered
his credibility. In 1960 he sued the
Berkeley Cinema Guild for 150,000
dollars for showing Keaton’s The
General. The Guild’s manager,
sharp-tongued critic Pauline Kael,
snapped back: “The General must be
available from at least half a dozen
distributors . . . I have a letter from
the copyright office of the Library of
Congress saying ‘Search . . . failed to
disclose a renewal registration relat-
ing to this entry’.” Keaton’s laywers
had also told her the film was in
public domain and could be freely
used. Rohauer hastily announced a
‘settlement’ and the suit was dropped.
His lawsuit against a distributor of
The Son of the Sheik was peremp-
torily dismissed ‘with prejudice’ and a
portion of the costs, and a 1-5 mil-
lion dollar case on the ownership of
Douglas Fairbanks’s films settled
without judgment or damages when
Rohauer was unable to substantiate
even one of the three hundred
alleged infringements. Rohauer came
to even more dramatic grief in 1970
in a scandal involving millionaire
dilettante Huntington Hartford.
Among Hartford’s projects was the
Gallery of Modern Art, a small New
York museum whose tiny cinema
Rohauer acquired as a showcase. As
Film Curator — surprisingly often
misprinted as Film Curator of the
Museum of Modern Art, a vastly
more prestigious institution—Rohauer
lured out of retirement such big
names as Busby Berkeley. For a
season on animator Max Fleischer,
Rohauer persuaded his son Richard,
a top Hollywood director, to appear
and introduce the films, but at the
last minute Fleischer withdrew,
claiming that pressure had been put
on him to give Hartford’s wife a
screen test as the price of recognition
of his father’s work. Rohauer’s con-
nection with the Gallery ended
abruptly.

The liveliest of Rohauer’s oppo-
nents is Paul Killiam, a respected
New York distributor who pioneered

popularisation of silent movies in-his
series Stlents Please. Killiam outbid
Rohauer in a 1959 auction of D. W.
Griffith’s estate, acquiring most of
his films, including the Birth of a
Nation and Intolerance, but in 1964,
at the urging of a partner he reluc-
tantly licensed some rights in the
films to Rohauer. He was staggered
when Rohauer began claiming total
ownership of The Birth of a Nation
and, in defiance of his agreement,
released clips of other Griffith films
to television.

A furious Killiam was blandly
told that Rohauer no longer recog-
nised parts of the 1959 sale. Accord-
ing to his theory, Griffith could not
have really owned certain of his films,
since they had been financed by
others. The Birth of a Nation, he
announced, was actually the property
of the Epoch Producing Corporation,
formed in 1915 by producer Harry
Aitken and the Rev. Thomas Dixon,
author of the book on which Griffith
based the script. The company was
kept alive by Aitken’s brother Roy,
who still scratched a precarious
living distributing Griffith’s master-
piece on an individual booking
basis. In a series of deals, Rohauer
bought the rights of Dixzon’s widow,
sued Epoch for an accounting of all
money earned by The Birth of a
Nanon since 1915 and effectively
settled the suit by helping the Jay
Ward company to acquire control of
Epoch from Aitken. Though over 80,
Aitken resisted the moves to buy him
out until Rohauer pursued him even
into the hospital where he was
recovering from a car accident. Not
surprisingly, he agreed to sell.

Armed with these rights, Rohauer
sued both Killiam and the Museum
of Modern Art for misuse of the film,
demanding also that all negatives and
prints be handed over to him. After
more than eight years the case is still
unsettled, but most libraries have
been frightened into withdrawing
this and other Rohauer-claimed
films. The public wishing to see
The Birth of a Nation today have
little option but to view a ‘sound’
version which Epoch distributes.
Lillian Gish, the film’s star was
aghast when she saw it. “The
synchronised score is only a tinny
echo of Mr Griffith’s original.
Despite claims that it is “‘uncut and
uncensored’, three whole reels have
been eliminated, for what reason I
cannot fathom, as these cuts weaken
the impact of the film and reduce




many scenes to gibberish.”

Miss Gish testified for Killiam in
a recent hearing of the case, but the
court rejected as hearsay her memo-
ries of Griffith going out on forays to
find money, and decided that Epoch
were the film’s true owners, though it
refused to order that the museum
surrender its negatives and prints.
Killiam contests that the judge, un-
sure of his ground in this complex
field and failing to grasp the signi-
ficance of ancient tax records ex-
humed by the defence, misdirected
the jury, and an appeal is under way.
Meanwhile, the harassed Killiam is
fighting yet another Rohauer suit,
this time over The Son of the Shetk.

Paul Killiam shares the film
trade’s bewilderment at Rohauer’s
methods and aims. A phalanx of
lawyers, countless lawsuits, inter-
national wheeling and dealing - all
for a film, such as The Son of the
Sheik, which, even at the most
generous estimate, will net him a
few thousand dollars. Film archives
have found that a show of submission
will maintain an uneasy peace, and
though executives of the British Film
Institute privately loathe the man,
succeeding administrations have been
unwilling to test his claims in court
as long as he could be bought off
with appeasing gestures. Happily
the current director, Keith Lucas,
scems prepared to break with tradi-
tion. “I am appalled by the inhibit-
ing effect this has on the exhibiting
of many films of great artistic im-
portance,” he says. “I personally
find the situation intolerable. There
is talk of mounting a National Film
Theatre season this year featuring
some of the films recently wrested
from Rohauer’s grasp, a project
which is bound to loom large to the
anti-Rohauer forces since it could be
the first vital breakthrough in Britain.

Only a face-to-face meeting with
Rohauer gives one any insight into
his bizarre career. He unhesitatingly
agreed to an interview when he passed
through London en route to a French
film festival recently. Significantly
our rendezvous was at the Mayfair,
whose Starlight Room was full for a
screening of two Busby Berkeley
musicals and a personal appearance
by their distributor. Plump and
beaming, Rohauer apologised to the
audience for not having ‘Buz’ with
him - “He’s getting a bit old, and
kinda hard to handle” — but offered
instead his latest trophy, Marian
Mack, the septuagenarian ingenue of

Keaton’s The General, coaxed out of
retirement to appear with him at the
festival. Her obvious respect for
Rohauer, the uncritical audience — a
contrast to that at the American
Embassy and National Film Theatre,
who have hooted him — and the fawn-
ing programme notes create an
atmosphere gluey with esteem.

This is Rohauer’s court and he
loves every scrap of it. Talking later,
his manner is ingratiating, the smile a
fixture, unshaken by even the baldest
suggestion that he hounds organisa-
tions like the BFI from spite and an
urge for self-aggrandisement. It’s

hurt, because he has exposed their’

illegal use of films. “They were
making prints of The Navigator and
Sherlock ¥r. and selling them on the
side, and all sorts of illegal things.
If you think Watergate is bad,
you should realise what was happen-
ing in there.” But surely he was
accused of abusing copyright in the
Chaplin case and forced to give up
his prints? “I was happy to return
them. They were taking up space I
needed for other things”. Apropos of
nothing, he says, “Y’know, in the
States I’m regarded as a film copy-
right expert. Big companies hire me
to give an opinion on copyright”. He

looks around with evident satisfac-
tion. At a nearby table Richard
Evans, producer of the BBC’s silent
movie programmes, phlegmatically
cools his heels as he has done for an
hour. Miss Mack sits in a straight-
backed chair by the restaurant door,
waiting to be taken to dinner. A
minion hovers, rebuffed with a snarl
when he interrupts to point out that
the lady wants to eat — “Can’t ya see
I’'m being recorded here?” Down-
stairs they are laughing at one of his
films, and here he is being inter-
viewed for THE SUNDAY TIMES MAGA-
ZINE. Not bad, one can hear him

thinking ; not bad at all@

they who are persecuting kim, he says,
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‘Width and length are easily adjusted (to fit up to 5’ 6" wide beds and
is easily reduced to fit your 3 wide single bed).

T

Yes, thanks to “Vanity Fair’ and MFI, you can now enjoy sweet

the price!

Pearsonal shoppers - sea, buy andsave at MFl Warehouse Skowrocoms:
MEWPORT, 138/142 CHEPSTOW RD.. MAINDEE (T}

M, {oppesite Midiand Rly. St} {T)
OXFORD, 110/120 BOTLEY ADADA®

READING, 76/77 CAVERSHAN AOAD:
ROCHOALE. WELLI TH" LAIIL QUEENSWAY (Special opesiag bours) I

WEMBLEY PARK, NORTH END ROAD, (opp St}
CATFORD, 43/48 RUSHEY SREEN SE6 (T}

SOUTH CROYDOM, 423/429 BRIGHTON ROAD (W)
MANOR PARK, 715/719 ROMFORD D, E12 {T)o

o ml.ém
e
COWLEY, PACKIT BOAT LANE,

BIRMINGHAM 6, 143/153 HURST STREET (Whic
313 BIRCHAELD RD.. PERRY BARR (Whir

BRADFORD &, BEACON ROAD, Janction Great

Hetoa Rowd/Coopur Laderke @

BRISTOL 1, ST. THOMAS ST., 0f Victoria SL %@
BURNLEY, FINSLEY GATE (3y Centanary Wey) Tk
HULL (Stats Ciy) LOUGH ROAD (Spcitcomting s
LEEDe T Dacvast) ABNRLEY Al ALY Wk

MARGATE, 52 NOATHDOWN ROA @

NOTTINGHAWM,

WiSH ROAD WIDNES, [aun Dacotat) EEATE A0, BTTON XL ESTATEQ
BIRKENHEAD, VALLEY RIAD INDUSTRIAL ESTATE. BUSTON (T3 WOLVERHAMPTOW, 15 CLEVELAND ROAD ()
ADAY-SATURDAY Bam-ipm TUES. 93000 4pm)

Moa.

m

ToRAAERES GARNED FHOAT ]
EARLY CLOSING : (TU) TUES. (R} WED.{T) THURS.
(BRANCHES WARKED @ NO HALF DAY
HOLL OMLY:MON-SAT.9.M00m-5.
LATE MICNTS Thars.and Fri. Spm

2, IS ROCNDALE OBLY: NON.-SAT. Sa0-5sm { Twes. .30em-67)
LEICESYER, 50 LONDON ROAD (T LATE NIGHTS Wad., Thers. and Fri. Spm

GVanity “Fair
four-poster
“Bed Set-
only £39.95

dreams in a beautiful four-poster —without havi.ng mgh_[m.g;es about (————_ — Y —— ] b il il (mbed R dmee bt

14 DAYS £2£ £ HOME APPROVAL

l Full money refund if you return goods within 14 days— YOU DONT RISK A PENNY.

B
!

| Yo MFi Warehouses Ltd., Dept DD C3, New Stadium Works, Wembley. |

14 days’ home approval.

I 1 enclose full cash price
£39.95 plus £2.50 carr.[J

Please sond mo (subject 1o acceptance) Vanity Fair four-poster bad sat on

Pay by easy terms [

Please allow 2t0 3
weeks for delivery.

UK mainiand only.
A Y

1 enclose £2.50 carr saly[]
I It 1 keep aftor 14 days | will:
Sond Tull cash balance ]

Carriage charges gnd terms

Name I

PAFT warehouses




