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Stanley Kramer bio


Stanley Kramer

“It takes courage to have a social conscience,” Stanley Kramer once said.  “And it takes even more courage to act on it, to risk your reputation and even livelihood for causes you believe in.”  Stanley Kramer lived that credo with virtually every film he produced and directed, confronting pressing social issues with a fearlessness and persistence still unmatched in Hollywood history.

Nothing aroused his legendary passion and generosity so much as the opportunity to speak out against injustice and dramatize the human plight of his fellow men and women.  With his 35 films, Kramer garnered 85 Oscar nominations – 16 wins and is the recipient of the most prestigious Irving Thalberg Award given by the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences.

Born into the poverty of Hell’s Kitchen in New York in 1913, Kramer was raised by his divorced, working mother and immigrant grandmother.  He might have vanished into the slums and tenements of lower Manhattan, but his ferocious intellect and talent drove him to break free from his surroundings, matriculating at New York University at the age of 15 and graduating at 19.  He was editor of the New York University newspaper and won a job as a junior writer at Paramount at 20.

Kramer continued to write for the rest of his career, but it was as a producer that he first made his mark in the industry forming his independent Stanley Kramer Productions in 1947.  After his first feature, So This is New York (1948), failed at the box office, Kramer figured that he had one more chance.  He made it count. With financial backing from a Salinas lettuce farmer, Kramer gambled by casting as the lead in Champion (1949) a then unknown actor named Kirk Douglas.  The film was a popular and critical smash, earning six Oscar nominations and making Douglas’ and Kramer’s careers in the process.

In rapid succession came a series of films that cemented Kramer’s reputation as a producer who could take chances on difficult material and make it work both artistically and commercially.  Films from this period include Home of the Brave, Cyrano de Bergerac, High Noon and The Men (1950), which introduced audiences to another intense young actor, Marlon Brando.

Kramer did his best work outside the studio system.  A brief stint at Columbia in the early 1950’s yielded some memorable films, including The Caine Mutiny in 1954, The Member of The Wedding, The Wild One, Death of a Salesman and others, but Kramer longed to be free of studio restrictions.  He returned to financing his own work in 1955 and three years later would begin one of the most remarkable runs in Hollywood history.  Now directing as well as producing, Kramer created four consecutive films now hailed as indisputable classics: The Defiant Ones (1958), On the Beach (1959), Inherit the Wind (1960) and Judgment at Nuremberg (1961).  Soon after he would defy expectations with the sprawling ensemble slapstick comedy, It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World (1963), which became one of his biggest box office hits.  In addition, he produced and directed his final major film, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? (1967), which became his personal favorite. 

The term “social issues” has tended to emphasize the notion of contemporary public problems.  But in his films, Kramer did more than simply address the problems of his day.  The best and truest work of Stanley Kramer grapples with universal concerns that transcend his times and ours, questioning and challenging our underlying assumptions about such varied subjects as race, war, freedom and morality.

“I used film as a weapon against discrimination, hatred, prejudice and excessive power,” said Kramer.  Because he did so, his films were picketed and his life was threatened.  But he kept making movies, kept beating the odds, and in so doing, provides that movies, to borrow his words from Judgment at Nuremberg, “could stand for justice, truth, integrity and the value of a single human being.”

The kinds of films that Stanley Kramer made will dare to speak to us as human beings long after this year’s biggest budget blockbusters have come and gone so that we can imagine a better world will be with us still.  To make such films, Stanley Kramer said that one must “have passion for the dream.”
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