The Fountainhead

By Ayn Rand


I should start by admitting that I think this is a terrible movie and a truly boring book.  That being said, I recognize the importance of Ayn (pronounced, Ein) Rand’s influence and I will try to overcome my dislike of the philosophy professed in these two products of her thought and explain why I think it is so relevant to our present situation.


Comparing Ayn Rand’s thinking with that presented in “It’s a Wonderful Life” gives us an opportunity to examine in some detail two different ways of understanding the meaning of life.  I realize this is saying a lot, and I will need to explain further what I have in mind.  The “Big Idea” in the course title refers to the confrontation between “Wonderful Life’s” idealistic, altruistic, self-sacrificing message and the harder, presumably more realistic celebration of “self-hood”  portrayed in “The Fountainhead.”   Both versions of life claim that they are telling us the truly moral and correct way to live.  Although in most respects, George Bailey and Howard Roark seem to confront each other, the fact is that they are in many ways similar men.  Both are highly ambitious, idealistic and talented, but their decisions on how to lead their lives could not be more different.  In the case of George, we see that he confronts several decision points during his early manhood and has to either accede to what could be called society’s claims upon him, or to assert what he sees as his own interests and aspirations and spurn the importuning of society.  Howard is faced with similar decision points.  Again and again he is told that he must conform to society’s requirements or face failure and rejection.  This is a slightly different take on what society means to the individual:  in George’s case, society is a shaky building and loan and a family obligation which he cannot escape; in Howard’s case society is presented as a demanding master, threatening to crush his creative spirit.  Society can be both, of course.  

At the start of the movie we witness Howard being expelled from the architecture program at the university because he refuses to design buildings in keeping with the socially acceptable styles, all of which are traditional.  Not a totally original thinker, by any means, he wants to emulate the works of the Bauhaus school and create buildings in which “form follows function.”  We all know that the latter became in fact the prevailing style of modern architecture after the Second World War.  Our city skylines were punctuated by a series of tall, rectangular structures.  Smooth-sided and without decoration.  Smaller imitations of these structures were constructed in suburbs throughout the nation.  Howard Roark’s “revolutionary” architecture quickly became a boring cliché.  Far from being controversial or revolutionary, the kind of buildings that Roark designed became the default design for all modern office buildings.  For thirty or forty years these structures dominated architectural design.  Whole cities of them were constructed.  Today we are sick of these featureless boxes and have reverted to various types of neo-classical structures.  Roark (and Ayn Rand) would be appalled to see what we have sunk to.  So be it.  


Ayn Rand was not really that interested in architecture (any more than Frank Capra was interested in the workings of the savings and loan industry!)
  This was just a convenient hook upon which to hang her tale of society’s oppression of the individual.  We can regret that she did not come up with a more convincing parable to make her point, but she was a writer of truly limited imagination and the result is clear for all to see.  But even though I think her work (just like the work of Howard Roark) was mediocre, we must recognize that the case she was making – the libertarian case, we might call it – has a huge number of adherents and has had a formative impact on post-war America.  It is fair to say that Howard Roark rather than George Bailey has built modern America.  We need to understand who this man was and why his ideas have become so prevalent in our culture.


Roark, played by Gary Cooper,
 is similar in some ways to the hero of the 1950s Westerns:  the lone cowboy facing a hostile outlaw in a lawless, cowardly town.  Cooper’s later movie “High Noon” celebrates  this sort of isolated hero who must face danger alone and for whom society offers no help.  We see no friends coming to the aid of Howard, or Marshall Will Kane of “High Noon”.  Instead, these figures are surrounded by ill-will, cowardness and incompetence.  Only their steely determination saves the day.  No tears, or thoughts of suicide for these guys.  It is all about macho assertiveness; never the least sign of weakness; no effeminate hesitation or second thoughts.

What comes across most forcefully in “The Fountainhead” and “High Noon” is the failure of society to support a man who stands up for a principle.  These movies (and much of post-war American politics) tell the story of society’s betrayal of those who want to do great things.  Howard Roark is terribly bitter about his fellow man.  He wants to build great projects, but professes to be completely indifferent about whether the public (the masses) like his work or not.  He is defiant.  But we also have to believe that, deep down, he is profoundly hurt because of people’s inability to recognize his greatness.  In a way, his girlfriend, the redoubtable Dominique Francon, suffers from the same complex.  She wants terribly to be loved, but she is so afraid of being rejected that (at first) she rejects the man she truly loves.  Like Howard, she seems narcissistic.  Her self-love makes it impossible for her to love others.  She is a pathetically lonely and isolated individual. 


Screenwriters (and movie actors) do not usually have particularly profound insights into social and psychological problems.  They are in the business of providing entertainment to a mass audience.  Why should we look to such sources for insights into American life of the past half-century?  Is it because they sometimes unconsciously reflect in a vivid way the underlying ethos of their times?  Those who write, direct and produce movies – just like those who write novels – sometimes dramatize big ideas in ways they did not intend.  They are, of course, sensitive to the market.  These are commercial products and the point is to find a theme that appeals to a mass audience.  There are escapist movies, of course, that seem designed to relieve the audience of boring reality and carry it into a fantasy world.  But the movies I am looking at are not of this sort, although “The Fountainhead” sometimes seems surrealistic and the characters seem to be coming off the pages of a “Superman” or “Batman” comic book. 
Depiction of Society


In both (or all three) movies, we have protagonists who act in the context of a town or city.  First, we have Bedford Falls, a town, as I have already noted, made up of good people for the most part.  These people are the victims in some cases of a bad man (Potter) and they also are subject to the historical whims of an era of war and economic collapse.  But in the depiction by Capra et al, this town works well and provides – ultimately – crucial support to the hero.  In “The Fountainhead,” however, we see quite the opposite sort of community.  In fact, it is a city, a metropolis, not a small town like Bedford Falls.  It is not a friendly place in Ayn Rand’s mind.
  The people are a mob, easily swayed by the nefarious designs of the arch villain architectural critic Ellsworth M. Touhey and his cynical (and ultimately suicidal) boss, the newspaper publisher Gail Wynand.
  The frontier town in “High Noon” also comes across as a heartless place.  
Depiction of Women


Mary in “It’s a Wonderful Life,” represents all of the finest qualities of 1940s American womanhood:  She was totally committed to her man – he could do no wrong.  She was also a dedicated homemaker and mother, turning the abandoned old house into a nurturing center of family life.  Mary, like George’s mother before her, had no neuroses apparently.  She was well adjusted and courageous in the face of economic crisis and her husband’s emotional breakdown.  Compare Mary to Dominque Francon in “The Fountainhead.”  Here we have a woman “incapable of love” in her own words.  Her life is shaped by fear, especially the fear that she could lose control of herself and fall under the power of a man.  She appears to have certain fascist tendencies:  she struts around in her riding boots, wielding a crop, with which she lashes the face of the man she has succeeded in seducing.  She is attracted to the rich and powerful newspaper publisher, even though she hates his pandering to the masses and longs for the chance to join her fate to that of the heroic architect who designs buildings strictly to his own standards.  At the end of the movie, we see her riding the construction elevator to the top of the world’s tallest skyscraper, where her heroic husband stands awaiting her like a god, master of all he surveys.  A veritable “Triumph of the Will,” to use Leni Riefenstahl’s title for her movie about Adolph Hitler. 

 In “High Noon” the hero’s new wife, portrayed by a girlish Grace Kelly, is a Quaker  pacifist who would rather run than fight.  We are led to believe that she is a weak-willed person who is unable to support her heroic husband because she lacks the courage.  What would Mary (or Dominique) have done in this situation?  Would she have borrowed a rifle and waited in ambush in order to pick off the gunmen as they walked up the street from the train station to their showdown with Will Kane?  Mary (but not Dominique) might have rallied the townspeople to come to her husband’s defense?  Will would have accepted an armed escort of 20 or 30 solid citizens to back him up when the outlaws prepared to get off the train.  Had they seen such a posse awaiting them, chances are they would have just kept riding.  Quite a different denouement from the lone hero facing death, not so much to save the town as to save his own honor.  Once he has dispatched the killers, our hero takes off his badge and throws it into the dirt before riding out of town with his new (and newly heroic) bride.  This gesture shows the contempt that he has for the town and its people.  A real Howard Roark moment.

In “The Fountainhead” Dominique is a willing accomplice in Howard’s dynamiting of his artistically compromised housing project.  She glories in the role of helpmate to a man who is standing up for principle.  But the methods used raise troubling moral questions which Rand attempts to overcome in the six and one-half minute long speech that Roark makes to the jury at his trial.
  This Rand/Cooper manifesto of the nobility of individualism and the futility and baseness of altruism stands as the clearest statement of the Rand philosophy up to that time.  

Ironically, Dominique tells Roark earlier that she would happily abandon her career and willingly play the part of the homemaker wife to a heroic man like him.   In this early postwar period a career woman like Dominique – a successful newspaper columnist – readily abandons her own job and assumes the role of housewife as soon as the “right man” comes along.  In this respect, Dominique is not too different from George Bailey’s Mary, who, we are told in the dream sequence of “It’s a Wonderful Life,” would have ended up as an old maid librarian had George not been born to give her life its only legitimate fulfillment.  Thus, the “dominatrix” Dominique (the name is perhaps no coincidence) secretly desires to be overpowered by a strong man.  In a way, she is even less assertive than Mary, who demonstrates greater sustaining strength as both a wife and mother and – in a sense – as a canny businesswoman, whose quick wits save George and the Building and Loan twice.  

The Role of Money


Both “It’s a Wonderful Life” and “The Fountainhead” (but not “Gone with the Wind”) are about the power and attraction of wealth.  In “It’s a Wonderful Life,” money, correctly understood, is the mother’s milk of happiness.  Saved by honest workers at the Building and Loan, it provides the wherewithal to build homes and sustain healthy, prosperous families.  In the hands of a corrupt old miser like Potter, however, it destroys the social bonds that held Bedford Falls together, creating in its place the abominable “Pottersville.”  In “The Fountainhead” Ayn Rand only briefly considers the corrupting influences of money:  its use by powerful interests to bend artistic geniuses like Howard Roark to sell out to the mass market.  Roark’s rejection of the bank directors’ blandishments echoes in some ways George Bailey’s rejection of Potter’s offer to make George “a rich man” if he will just forget his principles and join the Potter organization.  George is briefly tempted by Potter’s offer, but then throws it back in his face.  Howard’s steely resolve is basically unfazed by the bank directors’ tempting offer to give him the rich commission.  At first he cannot believe that they seriously expect him to cave into their plans to alter his structure.  Money, after all, is really no object to an artist like Roark.  

Having established Howard’s incorruptibility, Ayn Rand goes on to reward him with a series of rich commissions and then, the admiring friendship of the wealthy and conflicted Gail Wynand.  Howard’s is a Manhattan story.  He is a dedicated striver who, without abandoning his principles, makes it to the top on his own terms.  George, on the other hand, never gets out of Bedford Falls.  He had already rejected his friend Sam Wainwright’s offer of a lucrative career in “plastics.”  His plans are nebulous, but we see that the solid middle class existence he inherited from his father holds no attraction for him.  He aspires to bigger things.  But, there was not enough money in the Bailey household to send both he and his brother Harry to college, at least simultaneously.
  In the end, however, it is the disappearance of $8000 in cash and its magical replacement by the bounty of George’s friends upon which the story turns.  One can almost hear Potter’s bitter voice: “Curses, foiled again.”  Thus, (lack of) money in “It’s a Wonderful Life” is ultimately a problem that can be overcome by human kindness.  


In “The Fountainhead” Howard is struggling as an independent architect.  His ornery unwillingness to give in to mass taste leads to his impoverishment.  But, then, his fortunes undergo a radical improvement thanks to the willingness of an independent-minded millionaire named Enright to back him.  It’s true, he also benefits from a commission from a small businessman who wants him to design a new filling station, but all of his other business comes from people like Enright who are not just rich, but fabulously wealthy.  Rand’s message:  The wealthy, independent entrepreneur is the person who makes things happen.  He unleashes the creative powers of great artists; he is the patron of the arts.  Next to men like Enright and Wynand, Potter is a two-bit slumlord.  
Rather than portray the rich as money-grubbing and greedy, Rand gives us the haughty Dominique riding her horse around her vast Connecticut estate (complete with limestone quarry) and Wynand holding sway in his lavish office or gazing out at the city from the heights of his Manhattan penthouse.  Rand’s wealthy protagonists are hardheaded risk-takers, like Enright, or essentially feckless ones like Dominique and Wynand.  When the latter grows weary of the pedestrian business of running his scandal sheet newspaper empire, he sets off on his yacht for a round-the-world cruise.  He cavalierly decides to construct the world’s tallest skyscraper and then (like Enright) to name it after himself.  In her filmed biography, Rand tells us that she adores skyscrapers.  She saw them as monuments not just to wealth and commerce, but as symbols of man’s boundless ambitions.  They are truly the cathedrals of the modern age.  Rand celebrates wealth, urbanity and the untrammeled human will to power.  To her, it is these qualities that exalt human life into the superhuman sphere.  She is not interested in the small, the poor, the every day.  These concerns drag us down.  They are soul destroying.  Rand would never have celebrated the life of a mundane do-gooder like George Bailey.  The only life worth living, she would have us believe, is the life at the edge.  Only the wealthy and the powerful, in her view, are truly alive.  The rest of us are just taking up space.  She is an avowed atheist, of course, and has no use for the sappy sentimentality of those who would sacrifice themselves to “the greater good.”  In her view there is no such “greater good.”  Man is put on the earth to strive and compete in the game of life.  We should celebrate the victors, she tells us, not waste our time in maudlin preoccupation about the also-rans. 

 Rand expounds her views in Howard’s numbingly repetitive defense argument delivered to the jury at his trial, a jury made up of a cross-section of American life.  Remarkably, the jury – which seems to be made up of the same sort of people who refused to buy the Banner because of its defense of Roark – find him “not guilty.”  There is something patently dishonest about this outcome.  Rand herself has “fixed” the jury so that it will agree with her point of view.  After disdaining the masses for their lack of courage and herd-like mentality, she seems to be telling us that – given the right verbiage – these same people can be brought around to accepting her own heroic concept of life.
The Non-Role of Government


Although Rand’s bete noire was the totalitarian Soviet state from which she managed to emigrate in the 1920s, she makes almost no references to oppressive government in either the book or the movie version of “The Fountainhead.”  Instead she creates a sort of Commissar of Culture in the person of Ellsworth Touhey whose antediluvian tastes are an odd transposition of proletarian sentiments into the person of an effete liberal snob.  Touhey may be the prototype of the “limousine liberal” whose hatred for true creative genius is paired with a diabolical contempt for the easily manipulated masses.  Sometimes Touhey comes across as a comic strip villain, a sort of “Joker” to Howard Roark’s Batman.  Perhaps part of Rand’s hatred for self-appointed cultural arbiters like Touhey stemmed from the repeated rejections of her manuscripts by New York publishers.  No doubt in her own mind Rand was a creative genius on a par with Howard Roark.  Like her protagonist, she fought the prevailing “expert” opinion of an overwhelmingly liberal era and refused to compromise by editing her manuscripts into a more manageable or commercially acceptable form.  Her triumph over her enemies, like Roark’s, came only after a long struggle.  Both the author and her creation live to see their ideas accepted by a wide swath of the public.  Ironically, they both end up enjoying the very public support that they supposedly scorned.  In Roark’s case, in particular, the outsider become the darling of the rich and powerful.  What more could any man (or woman) hope for?  Both also get the satisfaction of seeing their erstwhile opponents eat crow; a not inconsiderable consolation.
� Although she did construct a Frank Lloyd Wright-inspired house in the country outside Hollywood.  She tried to get Wright to do the drawings for Howard Roark’s buildings used in the movie, but Wright wanted too much money so the idea was dropped.  


� It could be objected that “Bailey Park,” the housing development on the outskirts of Bedford Falls realized by George Bailey, foreshadowed in many ways the “suburbanization” of America in the post-war period and, therefore, was as influential in shaping our world as the “modern” architecture of Howard Roark.  Roark’s (and Frank Lloyd Wright’s) sleek structures never caught on as a housing style, even though it was the dominant design for high rise buildings in the post-war era.  Americans prefer the warmth and reassuring normality of the traditional “colonial” to the sharp angles and open floor plans of Wright’s (Roark’s) sweeping “prairie” houses.  


� Cooper was Rand’s personal choice for the role of Roark.  He was her favorite actor and Cooper was himself an ideological soul mate of Ms. Rand.


� The city is, of course, New York.  Rand actually loved the bright lights and intellectual stimulation of New York, but she had no use for the mass of humanity that called the place home in the 1930s and 1940s.  Her New York was that of the titans of business.  Her heroes lived in penthouses, not tumbledown mansions, a la George Bailey.


� Interestingly, both “It’s a Wonderful Life” and “The Fountainhead” depict attempts at suicide by leading characters, thwarted, in the case of George Bailey, but consummated in the case of Gail Wynand.  Of course Howard Roark never contemplates suicide when his fortunes seem to have hit bottom, but Dominique frequently hints that she might take the route of self-destruction.


� According to the film bio of Rand – “A Sense of Life” – Cooper’s speech is the longest monologue ever to make it into the final version of a Hollywood film.  Rand insisted that none of her verbiage be cut and studio head Jack Warner backed her up.  The point of the speech, one might opine, appears to have been to display the red blooded Americanism of Warner Brothers Studios during the time (1948-49) when Hollywood was besieged by the House Un-American Activities Committee.  Rand’s insistence that her writing be left untouched is also significant as her real-life enactment of Howard Roark’s determination to keep his housing project unsullied by any cheap artistic “improvements” or cut-corners.


� One wonders:  Who were Howard Roark’s parents?





