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JOHN GUILLERMIN 
The Man, The My Th, The Movies

One of the Best Hollywood Directors Nobody Knows

Lo s An g e L e s, CA—Mary Guillermin is delighted to announce the release  
of the first book ever to be published about the life and films of her late 
husband, John Guillermin (1925–2015); a prodigiously gifted but critically 
neglected filmmaker. Award-winning film critics, directors, film archivists, 
professors of film, and Mary, his widow, examine the thought and creativity 
of his directing and help answer the question of why you may not be more 
familiar with his work. 

If you have seen The Towering Inferno (1974), King Kong (1976) or Death 
on the Nile (1978), you know the directorial work of John Guillermin. But 
don’t judge a director by his 1970s blockbusters—there are many gems to 
discover among the 36 features directed by this English-born Frenchman.

“When John Guillermin’s name appeared in the opening credits of a film, 
you immediately knew that you were in for an extraordinary, cinematic 

experience.” —Jonathan M. Parisen, Actor/Director/Writer

Mary Guillermin wrote a number of the chapters in John Guillermin: The Man, The Myth, The Movies which she 
lovingly compiled and edited to honor “The Wild Man.” Dino De Laurentiis gave John this nickname because he fought 
with Dino and other producers his whole career. Charlton Heston said of him that he “was an imaginative and skillful 
director with an irascible streak.”

The contributors come from a wide range of backgrounds, enabling the book to reach out to an audience of both film 
scholars and film fans. John would have undoubtedly approved of this, as he was justly proud of the enjoyment his 
films have given to millions of people worldwide. The book also contains invaluable insights from his wife, a licensed 
psychotherapist, as well as a never-before-published essay by the director himself.

“You know, there’s really nothing like an exciting film on a big screen.  
Hopefully, I’ve made a few in my career.”  

—John Guillermin

A full appreciation of his impressive body of work is long overdue. John Guillerman: The Man, The Myth, The 
Movies offers a fresh look not only into the director, but also into the history of filmmaking and the British and US 
film industries of that time. 

•  •  •
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“Very few critical studies of film directors are also a love story. This one is.”
—N e i l  S i N y a r d , e m e r i t u S  P r o f e S S o r  o f  f i l m  S t u d i e S  a t  t h e  u N i v e r S i t y  o f  h u l l , uK

“John Guillermin was, even in his 80s, an irrepressible life-force, funny, cantankerous, 
profane, sophisticated, urbane.

A gentleman of the old school, a pilot in the RAF during WWII, and later an eloquent 
filmmaker of taste and judgment—his movies speak for themselves, and also for him—for he is 
there, living inside them, his personality tumbling out in every reel.

Farewell, sir, you were one of a kind—and your like will not ever come again. John Guillermin, 
1925–2015.”

— N i c K  r e d m a N , f o u N d e r  o f  t w i l i g h t  t i m e

“When John Guillermin’s name appeared in the opening credits of a film, you immediately 
knew that you were in for an extraordinary, cinematic experience. For me it would be life 
changing. The first film I had ever had the opportunity to see on the big screen was ‘King Kong’ 
(1976) directed by the great John Guillermin, and what an experience it was. I was taken on a 
gigantic, epic celluloid adventure that even at the young age of five years old made me want to 
know: How was it done? Who did it and how could I do it too?

 I have gone from watching John’s films to studying them. Especially ‘The Towering Inferno,’ 
a film I hold dear to my heart. I am sure that I am not the only filmmaker of my generation and 
other generations that have been inspired by this creative genius, and I am sure future generations 
will undoubtedly be inspired by the work and legacy of John Guillermin.” 

— J o N a t h a N  m. P a r i S e N , a c t o r /d i r e c t o r /w r i t e r

•  •  •

TES T IMONIAL S



MARY GUILLERMIN was married to John for the last sixteen years of 
his life. She is the Director of Communications and a Senior Pellin 
Practitioner at the Pellin Institute, which offers training, coaching, and 
counseling in Contribution Training and Gestalt online and in person 
(www.pellininstitute.com). She is a licensed Marriage & Family Therapist 
in California, and a writer and solo show artist. Mary performed her first 
one-woman show, From Crazy to Sane: A Tale of Feminine Mysticism, 
Magic & Madness at Solofest 2020, the largest solo show festival on the 
West Coast, just before theaters closed due to the pandemic. In her show, 

she highlights some key aspects of her marriage to John. She is also an accomplished collage artist and 
many of these collages are used as back screen projections to illustrate her play. 

BRETT A. HART is an Emmy-winning writer, producer, director, and owner of Hart & Soul Entertainment. 
Brett received many awards including an Emmy when he was the creative director at an innovative advertising 
agency. He has directed several short films, most importantly Dead End, which led to his debut feature 
film, Bone Dry. 

DR. BRIAN HOYLE is a Senior Lecturer at the University of Dundee. He has written extensively on British, 
European, and American cinema. He is the author of The Cinema of John Boorman and the co-editor of British 
Art Cinema: Creativity, Experimentation, and Innovation.

KATE LEES is the owner of Adelphi Films, and granddaughter of the founder, Arthur Dent. Adelphi 
Films was a major producer and distributor of British films throughout the 1940s and 1950s. There is 
a wonderful document archive of stills, posters, and other memorabilia stored and preserved by the BFI 
in the National Archive.

OLAF MÖLLER is a critic based in Cologne. He had long-running columns in Film Comment and Cinema 
Scope magazines and co-wrote and co-edited several books. He is currently a senior programmer at the 
International Film Festival Rotterdam and holds the position of Professor for Film History and Theory 
at Aalto University (Helsinki). 

CONTR IBUT OR  B IOS



RAY MORTON is a writer and film historian and the author of seven books on film and film-making. He has 
also co-written several produced teleplays, been a staff writer and story consultant for several television 
series, works as a screenplay consultant, and is a columnist for Script Magazine.

VIC PRATT is a film archivist, writer, historian, and Blu-ray/DVD producer for the British Film Institute (BFI). He 
has written on film and television history for a range of books, magazines and video releases, as well as introducing 
screenings and film seasons at BFI Southbank. 

NEIL SINYARD is Emeritus Professor of Film Studies at the University of Hull, UK and Visiting Professor of Film at 
the University of Lincoln, UK. He has published numerous books and articles on the cinema, including monographs 
on many directors. He is a co-editor of the series on British Film Makers for Manchester University Press.

SARAH STREET is Professor of Film at the University of Bristol, UK. She has published extensively on British 
cinema with books including British National Cinema  and Transatlantic Crossings: British Feature Films in 
the USA. For several years she has been researching the impact of color film technologies, aesthetics and culture. 

MELANIE WILLIAMS is Professor of Film and Television Studies at the University of East Anglia, UK. She has 
written extensively on British cinema and her books include Transformation and Tradition in 1960s British 
Cinema, Female Stars of British Cinema and British Women’s Cinema. 

•  •  •
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I was married to John for the last  sixteen years of his l ife.  We met in 

London in 1998 and fell  in love at first  sight.  He was a wildly difficult 

but passionate and exciting, loving and tender contradiction of a man. 

He is still,  five years after his death, the love of my life,  and I am thrilled 

to have brought this collection of wise and knowledgeable voices of fi lm 

to bear witness to his talent and accomplishments.  As for myself,  l ike 

John, I  was brought up in the sprawling suburbs of London, twenty-

seven years apart.  We both hated the grey never-endingness of suburbia 

and lived together in the countryside always—Essex, Malibu, and lastly 

Topanga, CA, where I still live. We both love(d) the expansive, enthusiastic 

atmosphere of southern California.

•  •  •

Mary’s one-woman play From Crazy to Sane—Or Am I? is part of Solofest 2021 which is live 
streamed. In her second solo show, currently under development with her coach, Jessica Lynn 
Johnson (soaringsolostudios.com), about grief and the possible existence of an afterlife, John is one 
of three  main characters sharing the stage with Mary and Pixie, Mary and John’s cockerpoo. 

AUTHOR  S TATEMENT



CHAPTER 10

RAPTURE IN THE #METOO ERA 
M A RY GUILLER MI N

In thinking about my husband over the five years since his death, I have come to believe that he 
put many of his vulnerable feelings into the hands of his female characters; cf. my description in this 
book of John’s understanding of the Feminine psyche under threat, such as Yvonne being chased in 
Crowded Day or Joan’s attempted strangulation in Torment. In Rapture, consciously or otherwise, John 
also put his heart into expressing all his dreamy, sensitive yearnings, which would be seen as feminine by 
a gender-rigid society, into the role of Agnes. 

It is Agnes who runs on the beach, plays with dolls, and through her gestures at the sky, plays with 
soaring seagulls. It is Agnes who makes the scarecrow, in her intense yearning for something of her very 
own, an intensity of desire that matches John’s intensity about this film.

CHAPTER 9

FILMING RAPTURE
Style and Technique in John Guillermin’s Masterpiece

BRI A N HOYLE

As impressive an opening as this is, the first true sign that Rapture may be something of a technical 
tour-de-force comes in the wedding reception scene that immediately follows the shot in the church. 
Guillermin films this scene in a single, unbroken take lasting exactly two minutes. Over the course of 
this shot Guillermin shows the party in full swing, Larbaud reluctantly agree to dance with his newlywed 
daughter, then a young man wanders through the house and finds Agnes hiding in the kitchen where he 
tries to force himself on her. This is the kind of virtuosic long take that would be justly celebrated and 
studied had it appeared in a film by a more canonical filmmaker like Kenji Mizoguchi, Orson Welles or 
Martin Scorsese. Indeed, Guillermin’s camera may travel a little less distance and contains fewer extras, 
but this shot nevertheless contains at least as much visual information as the often-cited Copacabana 
sequence in Goodfellas (1990), which Scorsese filmed in a single three-minute Steadicam shot. Like its 
more famous counterpart, which shows the bustle of the Copacabana’s kitchen, the long take in Rapture 
is densely packed with figures including a small orchestra and numerous wedding guests, many of whom 
are either dancing or helping themselves at the buffet table. The shot also contains a great deal of essential 
character information, establishing Larbaud’s emotionally distant relationship with his two daughters 
and his continued obsession with his dead wife, and Agnes’ naiveté, extreme social awkwardness, and her 
sexual vulnerability.

BOOK  EXCERPT S



EPILOGUE: 

LIFE AFTER DIRECTING: 1998 TO 2015
M A RY GUILLER MI N

On my first visit to California, a few months after we had met, I came to visit John in Malibu on a vacation 
he nicknamed “The Nine Day Wonder.” He called Fox Studios and arranged a private screening of Rapture. 
As we entered the large screening room, he directed me to sit on the opposite side of the theater, where  
I felt, being in the first throes of love, rather lonely. Now I can appreciate how apprehensive he must have felt, 
viewing the film he thought of as his finest achievement after a gap of thirty-four years. He was moved and 
silent afterwards. I cried, as I always have, during the many times I have viewed this beautiful film. 

In 2010, I read in the Los Angeles Times that Nick Redman of the Music Department at 20th Century Fox 
was launching Twilight Time, releasing limited editions of vintage Fox films. I tracked down Redman’s contact 
information, and John took things from there — the only time I saw him actively pursue something to do with 
his long career. Redman told John he was already negotiating with Fox about Rapture, and in 2011, Rapture 
was one of eleven films released by Twilight Time that year. John was gratified by the beautiful Blu-ray print 
and the praise his work received in online movie review sites, with the general consensus that the film was a 
little-known gem and forgotten masterpiece. 

•  •  • 
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The initial spur for this book came, ironically, from challenging Guillermin’s omission from film history. 
Until this book, there has never been a book written about John Guillermin’s body of work. Then in the 
2016 Oscars ceremony, John was omitted from the “In Memoriam” section which honors distinguished 
film personnel who died the previous year. This was an unpardonable oversight as well as poor film history 
as John had, after all, directed some of Hollywood’s most popular big-screen extravaganzas.

John’s personal favorite film was Rapture, a striking, Brittany-based psychological drama that was largely 
overlooked on its first release in 1965 but is now widely perceived as a bold and original movie by a master 
of his craft. Rapture was rereleased in 2011 to critical acclaim. 

In the early years of his marriage to Mary, and with her encouragement, John began to watch his own films 
as they came out on DVD, sometimes for the first-ever time since shooting them decades earlier.

He got a tremendous performance from Patricia Gozzi, who was only fourteen-and-a-half at the time of 
filming. He said of Gozzi that “she was the greatest natural talent I ever worked with.”

He is sometimes seen as having been uncaring, but his passionate French nature was perhaps misunderstood; 
he did care deeply about all the people he worked with.

Guillermin loved Steve McQueen and recounted a story about him in The Towering Inferno. McQueen was 
originally cast in the rather dull part of the architect. McQueen refused to play the part, asking instead to 
play the Fire Chief and demanding that his lines be increased substantially. Once cast, he refused to wear 
a fire helmet until Guillermin noticed a battered old helmet on the mantelpiece of the San Francisco fire 
chief, who was a consultant on the film. The old helmet had belonged to the Fire Chief’s father and was 
much treasured, yet he loaned the helmet to Guillermin, and McQueen loved it and wore it at times during 
the filming.

John Guillermin started his career working on British B films in the 1950s, including some A films such as 
Town on Trial with John Mills and Never Let Go with Peter Sellers as well as Tarzan’s Greatest Adventure, 
generally considered by critics to be the best of the whole Tarzan genre. He produced a number of stylish 
films mid-career such as The Blue Max and Bridge At Remagen and progressed to such big-budget spec-
taculars as The Towering Inferno, the second King Kong and Death on the Nile in the 1970s.

Guillermin was a prolific worker in his early career, turning out two feature films, Town on Trial and  
I Was Monty’s Double and eight television episodes in 1957, and with one feature, The Whole Truth, and 
six TV episodes in 1958. 

Guillermin was seldom satisfied with the script and frequently took the script home after a day’s shooting 
to rework the scenes. He mostly did not receive writing credit for his work.

PO INT S  OF  INTERES T



He was actually French, or as he described it, “a bloody Frog,” but was raised in England. He joined the 
Royal Air Force at age 17, lying about his age. This involved studying for six months at the University of 
Cambridge and when he was 18 he became a British citizen. “The war basically saved me,” he said later. 
“It got me away from my mother.”

His first work in films from the age of 22 to 24 was making documentaries in France, some of which were 
for the French perfume company for which his father was the London manager. Guillermin would recount 
stories of his childhood visits to France collecting moss alongside his older brother, Guy, to earn pocket 
money. Moss is used to “fix” the scent.

Guillermin was originally slated to direct The Godfather Part III and helped work on the script.

Guillermin rarely gave interviews and one notable exception is the documentary made in 2012 for BAFTA 
as part of their Heritage series; a project capturing British Directors while they were alive. He agreed to 
be part of the project, headed by Nick Redman, founder of Twilight Times and the publisher of the BluRay 
of Rapture, because of his gratitude to Nick for that rerelease. Guillermin had the belated satisfaction of 
seeing his beloved Rapture receive rave critical reviews praising it as a masterpiece.

Guillermin nearly died in 1990 after an emergency operation for a ruptured appendix. During his successful 
recovery he wrote an essay reflecting with honesty on his career and his sometimes traumatic childhood 
and life. This autobiographical essay is included in Part One of the book. 

One of his most well-known films was the 1976 remake of King Kong, starring Jessica Lange in her first film 
role. December 17, 2020 celebrates 44 years since the film was released. “There is still only one King Kong,” 
a tag-line that helped create one of the earliest movie franchise-merchandise connections: King Kong Mania.

PO INT S  OF  INTERES T  (cont’d)

TORMENT (PAPER GALLOWS)  (1950)
SMART ALEC  (1951)
TWO ON THE TILES  (1951)
FOUR DAYS  (1951)
SONG OF PARIS (BACHELOR IN PARIS)  
(1952)
MISS ROBIN HOOD  (1952)
OPERATION DIPLOMAT  (1953)
THE CROWDED DAY (SHOP SPOILED)  (1954)
ADVENTURE IN THE HOPFIELDS  (1954)
THUNDERSTORM  (1956)
TOWN ON TRIAL  (1957)
THE WHOLE TRUTH  (1958)

I WAS MONTY’S DOUBLE (HELL, HEAVEN OR 
HOBOKEN)  (1958)

TARZAN’S GREATEST ADVENTURE  (1959)

THE DAY THEY ROBBED THE BANK OF ENGLAND 
(1960)

NEVER LET GO  (1960)

WALTZ OF THE TOREADORS  (1962)

TARZAN GOES TO INDIA  (1962)

GUNS AT BATASI  (1964)

RAPTURE  (1965)

THE BLUE MAX  (1966)

P.J. (1968)

HOUSE OF CARDS (1968)
THE BRIDGE AT REMAGEN  (1969)
EL CONDOR  (1970)
SKYJACKED  (1972)
SHAFT IN AFRICA  (1973)
THE TOWERING INFERNO  (1974)
KING KONG  (1976)
DEATH ON THE NILE (1978)
MR. PATMAN (1980)
SHEENA (1984)
KING KONG LIVES (1986)
THE TRACKER (1988)
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