



Acknowledgments




  This book grew out of my earlier The MGM Effect (2022), so it shares many of the same collaborators and contains wisdom culled from many of the same interviews. Likewise, some of the opinions that I have here affected as my own probably were actually requisitioned, inadvertently or not, from the names listed below, and from others I have since forgotten that I also stole from. So, if your name is listed here, or if it should be listed here and isn’t, I owe you both my thanks and my gratitude, and in some cases an apology too.


  I’d particularly like to share my appreciation to Stephen X. Sylvester, who contributed the Man from U.N.C.L.E. essay, and who did a better job with it than I ever could have.


  Hollywood’s ace historian Marc Wanamaker also added immeasurably to both the look and the content of what is printed here. Marc, of course, is well-known and much appreciated by myself and by every Hollywood historian for his many services to our little community.


  I’d also like to single out for praise Greg Gormick and Donnie Norden, both of whom were on the backlot during its last days, and both of whom have made valuable contributions to MGM itself and to this volume in particular. Donnie’s book Phantom of the Backlot Presents . . . Hole in the Fence has recently been published, and Greg’s, The Lion’s Serenade, is on the way. Look for them both. Likewise, at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences Margaret Herrick Library, librarian Kristine Krueger, who, in spite of a worldwide COVID-19–inflicted shutdown, managed to sleuth out valuable information about these last contentious days on the lot. She has my gratitude for her good work regarding, and during, two very different—and very difficult—times.


  Additional, and no less valuable contributions to this volume were contributed by the following MGM-related experts, enthusiasts, ex-employees, historians, supporters, and fans. So, thank you Richard Adkins, Marilyn Allen, Ron Barbagallo, John Bengston, Michael Benson, John Bertram, Danny Biederman, Michael F. Blake, David Bowen, Scott Brogan, Krista Christofferson, Ned Comstock, David English, Mike Escarzaga, John Escobar, Christian Esquevin, Rob Feeney, Robert Florczak, Rob Gold, Darryl M. Haase, Danny Hancock, Jon Heitland, David Heilman, Carl Hymans, Rob Klein, Robert Lane, Steve Martin, Alicia Mayer, John Mcelwee, Naomi Minkoff, Scott Moore, Larry McQueen, Jan Murree, Les Perkins, Ana Maria Quintana, Sharon Rich, Rick Rinehart, Robert Short, Richard W. Smith, Steven C. Smith, Mike Stein, John Stephen, E. J. Stephens, William Stillman, Stan Taffel, Karl Thiede, Frank Thompson, Nicholas Toth, Michael Troyan, Martin Turnbull, Gary Wayne, Werner Weiss, Robert Welch, Mike Wetherell, Josh Young, Charles Ziarko, and Deana Zvara.


  Lastly, this book is dedicated to Zoe and Beth; like Leo the Lion, long may they roar.




   

  1



  He Who Gets Slapped (1924)



  He Who Gets Slapped is regarded as the first MGM movie. An unusual title card in the credits boasts that the film was “produced by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer” and “released by Metro-Goldwyn Distributing Company,” as the new studio was then trying out different variations on their name, and Louis B. Mayer—or rather Louis B. Mayer Pictures—was definitely the junior partner in the tangle.


  It’s all very complicated. The earliest predecessor to what would finally become, with this production MGM (I’m here and henceforth omitting the hyphens in that name, although you will still find them within these pages when used in quotes by others) was first called Loews Consolidated Enterprises, which went public in 1910 after several years of successfully operating arcades and theaters. Marcus Loew, the company’s namesake, was president; Nicholas Schenck was his assistant. This new company, in this new industry, was thunderously successful. By 1919 Loews had built, owned, or was operating theater holdings amounting to $100 million in assets.


  The first word in the logo, but the second company founded, Metro Pictures, originally a film distribution and production syndicate, was formally organized as such in New York on January 27, 1915. In 1920, when Metro was purchased by Loews as a way of ensuring a consistent supply of films for their theaters, the factory to produce this product, significantly, was based in Hollywood, California.


  The second word in the name, “Goldwyn,” came from Goldwyn Pictures Corporation, which was formed in New York in 1916. By 1920 it had already been reorganized several times, endured several minor name changes, and been spun off into several subsidiaries. Cofounder Samuel Goldwyn, who had understandably changed his name from Szmuel Gelbfisz in 1918 to one that better mirrored his company, would himself be spun out of that company in 1922, lending it that adapted name and little else.
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 Illustrator Alvin Wolfson’s acclaimed artwork for He Who Gets Slapped (1924) starkly succeeds in illustrating both the pathos and artistry of MGM’s inaugural effort. Author’s collection


  The third partner in that name, and the third word in its logo, came from Louis B. Mayer Productions, which had been founded in 1918 by Mayer, who in 1922 hired a dynamic young producer named Irving Thalberg to oversee his productions.


  Two years later, in 1924, Loew bought out both Goldwyn and Mayer. Although, as noted above and as then noted in the logo, of the three players in that merger, Loew/Metro, Goldwyn, and Mayer, the Mayer company was by far the most insignificant. Goldwyn, for example, already possessed a modern studio in Culver City, as well as contracts with notable stars and production companies like Cosmopolitan Productions. But Mayer only had Mayer himself—and Thalberg, of course—to offer. In light of the later battles Mayer would wage with his superiors, it is ironic that Loew (who would die in 1927) and Mayer’s future nemesis, Nicholas Schenck, in particular, were then apparently so eager to bring him into their midst.
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 Norma Shearer appears fascinated, and frightened, by Lon Chaney; 1920s audiences often felt the same way. Michael F. Blake


  Perhaps because of Louis B. Mayer Productions’ junior status in the merger, it would be several months before the name “Mayer” would become permanently affixed to the company and its product. Internal records indicate that the “Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Corporation,” which was also organized in 1924 in order to run the Culver City studio, was the first time those three words were corporately so-combined.


  Another oddity about He Who Gets Slapped (which, remember, is what is actually being discussed here) is that, again according to those internal records, this “first film” was actually made as “production number 192”! It seems, perhaps arbitrarily, that it was the Goldwyn library, at least that part of it going back to 1918, that was officially credited as the earliest predecessor. So, by this tally, Fields of Honor from 1918 was “production number 1.” Incidentally, Ben-Hur, as production 200, was the first title officially released, if not fully produced, under the entire and presumed to be final Metro Goldwyn Mayer banner.


  He Who Gets Slapped is, however, the first film to include the familiar Leo the Lion logo, again carried over from Goldwyn, and with the complete name already above his head, although it should be noted that Leo does not roar, even silently. He keeps his mouth closed here.


  It should also be noted that like other famous, future MGM movies like The Wizard of Oz and Quo Vadis, He Who Gets Slapped also includes a lion as an important part of the film’s plot. Here, and maybe tellingly, two evil characters are eaten by one of the felines during the climax.


  That savage lion climax caps off a film that, despite its theatrical origins (Russian playwright author Leonid Andreyev wrote the 1915 play, which Carey Wilson here adapted for the screen), feels like it could have been written specifically as a vehicle for its popular star, Lon Chaney. Chaney plays a scientist who loses his research and his wife, both to the same evil baron (Marc McDermott). Chaney then becomes a circus clown known as “HE” whose act involves getting slapped and humiliated by his audience and his fellow clowns. He, or HE, also falls in love with a bareback rider (Norma Shearer), until his former tormentor again enters his life and sets his eyes on her too.


  The circus backdrop; Chaney’s unhealthy, and unrequited, infatuation with a much younger woman; the revenge themes; and the somewhat kinky psychology of the film also make these trappings feel familiarly like a collaboration between Chaney and his favorite director, Tod Browning.


  But it isn’t. He Who Gets Slapped was actually directed by the much classier and more respected Victor Sjöström. Sjöström’s stylistic touches, which the slapdash Browning wouldn’t have bothered with, include Chaney imagining his circus audience all dressed in clown suits.


  Sjöström also includes a reoccurring visual of Chaney with a spinning ball, originally represented as a globe, which HE, symbolically, can never quite manage to dominate.


  Considering MGM’s later reputation as the most wholesome of studios, it’s interesting how this first film in the new Mayer regime is so resolutely unhealthy and cynical about the world it inhabits. Early on, a title states that: “There’s nothing that makes people laugh so hard as seeing someone else get slapped.” Furthermore, Chaney’s circus act, in addition to the aforementioned physical abuse, also involves him literally having his heart (represented by a felt cutout) ripped from his body, after which HE—and it—are symbolically buried, apart from each other, in the center ring (yes, more globe imagery). What’s more, the audience watching these humiliations (and, by projection, the audience watching the movie?) is constantly depicted as fat, braying, almost subhuman grotesques.
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 Swedish director Victor Sjöström, left, is treated to a look inside the makeup box from which Lon Chaney, the “Man of a Thousand Faces,” created his magic. Michael F. Blake


  Later on, Shearer and her actual lover (a charismatic young John Gilbert) go on a picnic, where hungry ants immediately infest their sandwiches and the cuckoo bird that trills to them behind this scene turns out to be a crazy derelict. It also is revealed that Shearer, whom Gilbert loves and Chaney fetishizes, is not herself above being sold off as a bride, and by the baron yet. If this is MGM wholesomeness, then it is no wonder that it was Browning, and not the refined Sjöström, who would become among the biggest directors of the studio’s first half decade.


  That said, it should be noted that this era was not nearly as wholesome as our great-grandparents later liked to believe. As would again happen after the Second World War, veterans returning from the first often found much that they had fought for in the trenches to be ersatz and shallow when they returned home. Furthermore, many who would have died of their wounds in earlier wars were, due to medical advances, instead repaired and then unleashed upon society, often with facial wounds and amputations that made them outwardly into real-life Lon Chaney horrors.


  Even when those wounds were internal, as in He Who Gets Slapped, Chaney was able to capture, again and again, the internal horrors of a soldier or, here, a scientist who, shunned by his people or by what he loves, is then justified in using even something as drastic as a caged lion to enact his revenge upon those who slapped him. In 1924 many a marginalized veteran must have, at some level, sympathized with his lonely plight.


  He Who Gets Slapped also reflects an odd trend at the time for depictions of middle-aged men repeatedly being humiliated and shamed by richer or younger men or, worse, by richer or younger women. Emil Jannings made something of a career of such roles, but Chaney and subsequent stars like Erich von Stroheim, Charles Laughton, Wallace Beery, Claude Rains, and Lionel Barrymore often played to this same archetype later. The archetype didn’t start here, but as it branched off into melodrama and horror, its roots could be traced to here and to other early MGM pictures, like the same year’s Greed and to Chaney’s own Laugh, Clown, Laugh (1929).


  Both of these conveniently forgotten archetypes were reinforced and perpetuated for the next several seasons, and beyond, when He Who Gets Slapped became a major box office and critical success, launching Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, or whatever they were calling it, into the Hollywood stratosphere from its very first release. Yet within a very few years, when singing and dancing and wholesome Andy Hardy were dominating the studio’s slate and filling its coffers, this early, darker post–World War I MGM would largely be forgotten.


  As noted, the same thing would happen after the Second World War, when once again veterans would return home feeling alienated and betrayed. But this time, all the studios, especially MGM, covered the postwar darkness over with more musicals and comedies. As a result, that war’s damaged souls never had a Lon Chaney to mirror their sad frustrations.
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  Greed (1924)


  Greed is nothing less than the original sin of the American studio system. All the evils attributed to Hollywood—suppressing the rights of artists, the defacing of works by those incapable of understanding those works, even the perceived impossibility of true art ever being created by a committee—can thusly, and bluntly, be attributed to this single title.


  Erich von Stroheim claimed that he read Frank Norris’s novel McTeague, published in 1899, in the teens at a hotel in San Francisco, where the gothic, squalid story of a dentist’s downward spiral made him determined to eventually bring it to audiences, even though the story had then already just been filmed, as Life’s Whirlpool in 1916. He got his opportunity in 1922, after being fired by Irving Thalberg, then at Universal, for cost overages on Merry-Go-Round, which had finally been finished by another director, Rupert Julian, and released in 1923.


  Von Stroheim ultimately ended up at Goldwyn Pictures, which was receptive to the project, especially when the director promised to use existing locations rather than build expensive sets, which had gotten him in trouble before. In hindsight, then, it is rather ironic that studios, especially MGM, which then often kept projects at home to control their costs and their directors, here specifically instead tried to get von Stroheim to utilize real-world locations.


  Consequently, as instructed, von Stroheim went off and shot for some four months in San Francisco. The unit then traveled to Death Valley—in midsummer of all times, when midday temperatures averaged over a hundred degrees. Although the sequences set there, at least as described in the book, were relatively brief, his unit did not return from wandering in the desert for two months!
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 Artist Fred Powis’s 1924 vivid Greed illustration captures all the horror and despair of the film itself, which was not necessarily a good thing. John Stephen


  Von Stroheim’s producer at Goldwyn, Abe Lehr, perhaps to his credit, indulged the director during this period, even going so far as to, apparently willingly, increase the budget. Consequently, Greed eventually wound up costing almost half a million dollars, although it should be noted that this was not an unrealistic amount for a big-budget film, and certainly not for a von Stroheim film. Foolish Wives, which the maestro had shot on a Universal backlot in 1922, had ultimately cost more than twice that.


  On January 12, 1924, von Stroheim offered up what was reportedly a nine-hour cut of his film. In addition to studio executives, there were a dozen others in the screening room for the unveiling. At least three of those who were there—writers Harry Carr and Idwal Jones and director Rex Ingram—all agreed for the rest of their lives that it was the greatest movie they had ever seen.


  Unfortunately, during postproduction, in April 1924 the Goldwyn company merged with Loews/Metro Pictures, which subsequently made von Stroheim’s new bosses the formidable Louie B. Mayer and von Stroheim’s old nemesis, Irving Thalberg. Metro and Goldwyn and Mayer then took a reportedly five-hour, fifteen-minute cut of Greed and proceeded to eventually carve it into a little more than two hours. Thalberg was later quoted in the Los Angeles Times as saying that the cuts “made the picture stronger.”1


  Mayer was more direct. He hated the squalid nature of the film, and reportedly physically assaulted von Stroheim after the director, in a surely memorable confrontation in Mayer’s office, referred to all women as whores, including his own mother—to whom, incidentally, von Stroheim ultimately dedicated Greed.


  The MGM-sized Greed opened in New York on December 4, 1924. Reviews were mixed, but bordering slightly toward the negative. The box office was disastrous, although the film’s failure did not immediately affect the studio or even its director, who immediately rebounded with a success: The Merry Widow (1925); yes, for MGM. After that, however, and not at all surprisingly, von Stroheim migrated to Paramount, followed by RKO, then Fox, usually only for a single film. But his continuing on-set excesses, cost overruns, and battles with studio brass always eventually got him into familiar trouble. In 1935 von Stroheim returned to MGM, not as a director but as a lowly staff writer, a position he would hold for almost two years. After that there would be only acting roles, in which he often played overtly Teutonic parodies of himself, and eventual martyrdom.


  That martyrdom might well have been what Erich von Stroheim had always wanted. Cinematographer Karl Brown once speculated to historian Kevin Brownlow about von Stroheim that perhaps



   somewhere in his early life he was visited by such very great humiliation, such deep inward psychic wounds, that there came in him an insane desire to use his genius as a weapon. And that he would use the beauty of his work as bait, to make them put out thousands, then hundreds of thousands, then millions and then more millions until he had a beautiful, magnificent monstrosity that is worthless except as a curiosity piece and he had his vengeance, he had proved his genius and he had his revenge all at one fell swoop.2




  Those who would blame the studio system for destroying an artist, or for compromising an artist’s vision, might do well to remember Brown’s words.


  What is one to make then of the scar-tissued thing that is Greed today? Tragically, the original footage was lost—or destroyed—so the existing version is the only one available. If MGM is guilty of destroying the film, then its greater sin is in not keeping those hours of excised scenes for later evaluation. Long-held rumors that MGM kept an uncut version in their vaults, sometimes reported as being labeled “McTeague,” continue to surface occasionally.


  Producer/actor John Houseman was once reported to have screened an uncut, or nearly uncut, version of the film on the lot, although he was maddeningly short on details about when this happened and what he saw. Von Stroheim’s son Joseph once claimed that while he was in the Army during World War II, he saw a version of the film that took two nights to screen fully. And his father once said, perhaps jokingly, that Benito Mussolini had his own complete print as well.


  In 1999 the Turner company funded a restoration, of sorts, of Greed. Although no new footage was available, there were extant production notes and publicity photos involving the lost sequences. As had been done for missing scenes in Lost Horizon (1937) and A Star Is Born (1954), these stills were used to bridge gaps in the narrative. Unlike the aforementioned films, however, where the cut sequences involved but a few minutes of screen time, restoring the missing Greed sequences potentially involved visually representing up to seven hours of missing material!


  Fortunately, the lead film preservationist on the project, Rick Schmidlin, had access to Herman G. Weinberg’s earlier and well-researched book on the subject; he was also able to make extensive use of von Stroheim’s still-surviving notes. Schmidlin also had Norris’s original novel, which, aside from some minor updating, the director had followed slavishly.


  This “restored” Greed, at approximately four hours long, is fascinating. It’s hard not to feel admiration for Schmidlin’s resourcefulness in finding ways to visualize hours of missing scenes. In 2002 Schmidlin would face an arguably even greater challenge with MGM’s London After Midnight (1927), for which there is no surviving footage.


  The restoration also proves that the studio was correct in doing what it did.


  Yes, it may seem heresy to say that, but if we are to trust Schmidlin’s reconstruction, the long version—the one supposedly best representing von Stroheim’s vision—is, as Thalberg once alluded, and as Brown overtly stated, somewhat redundant.


  For example, there are subplots in the reconstruction involving two sets of McTeague’s neighbors. One, like he, is destroyed by greed; the other, a timid elderly couple, manages to rise above these instincts. In a book by Charles Dickens, Theodore Dreiser, or Frank Norris, this secondary material would be welcome, even necessary, to make the point that greed corrupts only those susceptible to that corruption. But on film, having another couple descend into madness and murder over their lust for gold before McTeague and his wife do so distracts from, and then renders less effective, McTeague’s own downfall into hell. At least it does in a movie, where the audience’s patience is limited by their endurance. Today such long-form, novelistic filmed entertainment is possible, but eighty years before at-home binge watching would become a reality, von Stroheim’s mad, brilliant conceit could only be presented in a way digestible, and endurable, to audiences. Thalberg and Mayer, whatever their surely complicated personal feelings toward the director, only did what then had to be done.
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 This Greed lobby card is indicative of the new company’s indecision as to how to deal with both this troubled production and their own name, which here omits Louis B. Mayer. Author’s collection


  Whatever version of Greed one is lucky enough to see, it’s an overwhelming cinematic experience. And Greed truly is a cinematic experience. Von Stroheim’s mastery of the medium is apparent in every shot. For example, the wedding between McTeague (Gibson Gowland) and his bride, Trina (ZaSu Pitts), is presented by the director as a grotesque farce of matrimony—the photographer is a hunchback, and the children scurrying about their feet are presented as vulturelike harpies. The adult guests get off no better, being framed and shot as piglike and feral. Outside, a funeral procession passes by, further foreshadowing the unhappy union.


  McTeague buys a yellow canary early in the story; this is barely mentioned in the book, but von Stroheim seizes upon and develops it throughout the narrative. He gives the bird a female companion on his wedding night—a ham-fisted and much unappreciated gift for Trina. And he proceeds to stubbornly carry this hapless animal, which is both yellow (gold!) and imprisoned, with him even into the hell of Death Valley. At the climax, McTeague releases the canary, but even this good-seeming impulse is immediately mocked when the bird flutters for a few feet and then drops dead on the desert floor. Not a good omen.


  The cast gives von Stroheim exactly what he wants. Pitts and Jean Hersholt, who plays the rival for Trina’s affection, both had long careers (Hersholt even has an Academy Award named for him), but they were never better than here, albeit in atypical roles. Alternately, Gowland’s very unfamiliarity (Can anyone name another film he was in?) works to his advantage. McTeague comes across initially as an empty vessel, which the film, rather than any previous or future associations, has to fill up for us. Von Stroheim does this immediately by having his “hero” toss a fellow miner off of a trestle in the opening scene. It also must be said that both Gowland and Pitts certainly have interesting hair. He looks like a grumpy, dangerous Harpo Marx. Her tied-down, pulled-back Gibson-girl locks get progressively more manic and unhinged as she does.


  For such a well-directed film, there are a lot of disconcertingly unmatched shots and misdirected actor’s eyelines, however. For example, in the climax, when Gowland and Hersholt are finally at each other’s throats, in the long shots McTeague is seen striking his rival in the face. Yet in the intercut close-ups, we see only that unconscious, bloody face; McTeague’s fists are nowhere to be seen. At least until the next wide shot, and this sort of missed continuity happens all the time in Greed. These glitches are rather inexplicable, and relatively unprecedented for a studio-made late–silent era picture. Before sound forced a reinvention of all the rules of cinema, the late 1920s was a period in which cinematic technique was, arguably, more advanced than it ever would be again.


 [image: chpt_fig_006]


 Chester Conklin, Jean Hersholt, William Barlow, Joan Standing, Austen Jewell, twins Oscar and Otto Gottell, and


  

  



   

  Appendix: Fifty More Times the Lion Roared



  The problem with making a list of anything isn’t those items that make that list, it’s those that for one reason or another fail to do so. Therefore, in order to make up for any inadvertent omissions, slights, or sacrileges, what follows is a second fifty notable, for one reason or another, MGM films, each with a brief description/explanation justifying its inclusion here.


  For this particular half hundred, however, we have loosened the requirements for making the cut just a bit. Once again, a film’s ripple effect through studio and popular culture is a major consideration for inclusion, but an attempt has also been made to make up for past wrongs by including films that highlight a particular series, trend, or star that may have inadvertently been short-shrifted before. Included as well are a few one-off pictures that should have done more for their creators, their studio, or posterity than they did; that time has rather unfairly forgotten; or that were unfairly remembered only after the fact and only after it was too late to make a difference.


  Most of the films below, even aside from their historic significance, are well worth watching, by the way. A few are masterpieces, and even the ones that fail for one reason or another are well worth a look as examples of a larger trend or, yes, even on their own merits. Although they don’t all, I should hasten to add, contribute equally to the concept of “art for the sake of art,” a few certainly do. You can decide for yourself which ones they are.


  1. The Crowd (1927). King Vidor’s silent masterpiece, like his The Big Parade, deals with an individual’s sometimes reluctant assimilation into a larger collective, here represented by James Murray’s little-guy battles against corporate New York rather than the earlier film’s depiction of integration through military might. This Vidor film also anticipates later corporate America takedowns like The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, The Apartment, and TV’s Mad Men, although the irony of corporate Hollywood condemning corporate America is just as ridiculous today as it was in 1927. Incidentally, Murray himself was an early victim of that big brother omnipotence. He became a homeless alcoholic and died in 1936, an apparent suicide.


  2. Show People (1928). Marion Davies was an important star on early MGM rosters. Most of her films, however, were period pieces, which failed to show the very contemporary (in the 1920s) Davies at her best but which her mentor-boyfriend, millionaire William Randolph Hearst, seemed to prefer. Fortunately, King Vidor’s (yes, him again) Show People bucked this trend and gave the ever-game star one of her better roles, as well as the opportunity to send up Hollywood without all the usual angst studios, then as well as now, seem to think is necessary when dealing with themselves as subject. MGM was not then much into angst, however, and would buck the trend and return to this formula later in Bombshell (1933) and Going Hollywood (again in 1933 and again with Davies). They were still milking the happy Hollywood trope in Singin’ in the Rain (1951) and beyond. Bonus: Marion contributes amusing impressions of several Hollywood stars, and several Hollywood stars contribute amusing impressions of themselves.
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 Show People (1928) is one of the best movies built around making movies, and one of the best movies built around Marion Davies. Photofest


  3. Anna Christie (1930). Garbo Talks! Which alone is perhaps enough to get this one a slot on the list. The film itself is a bit of a slog, although when the Divine One enters and tells a bartender to “Gimme a whisky, ginger ale on the side, and don’t be stingy, baby!” a viewer, now or in 1930, can hardly help but be aware that cinema history is occurring before one’s eyes, and ears.


  4. Manhattan Melodrama (1934). A good enough gangster film, and the cast—Clark Gable, Myrna Loy, and William Powell—keep things lively enough. But its place in history comes courtesy of real-life gangster John Dillinger, who crept out of hiding to see this film, partially based on his life, and was gunned down in Chicago by FBI agents as he left the theater.
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 Myrna Loy and William Powell as Nick and Nora Charles, seen with their dog, Asta, in The Thin Man (1934). Doubtlessly, one of them has just said something clever and sophisticated. Photofest


  5. The Thin Man (1934) MGM’s most prestigious film series rather ironically began with this low-budget, twelve-day programmer courtesy of the ever-game Woody Van Dyke and went on to become an audience favorite and led to numerous sequels and William Powell–Myrna Loy team-ups—and has influenced smart romantic banter between men and women, on-screen and off, ever since. The plot here, as in its five sequels, involves solving a mystery, although the sleuthing is really just something to do while this most glamorous of couples trade innuendos and consume copious amounts of alcohol, Prohibition having been repealed only six months before the first film’s release.


  6. David Copperfield (1935). Arguably the best of David O. Selznick’s big-budget literary adaptations, which he would continue to make even after he struck out on his own the same year as an independent producer. It’s worth noting that, also that same year, before departing MGM, the tireless Selznick somehow gave us definitive versions of A Tale of Two Cities and Anna Karenina as well! All are worth a look as examples of a genre that is largely extinct on the big screen in the twenty-first century.
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 In Mutiny on the Bounty (1935), the ship is seen making port in far-flung Tahiti. Unfortunately, an MGM film crew is already there waiting for them, and the supposed South Seas are being impersonated by Catalina Island, twenty-nine miles off the coast of Los Angeles. Photofest


  7. Mutiny on the Bounty (1935). The winner of 1935’s Best Picture Oscar brought the studio back to the South Seas by convincingly re-creating it on the backlot and in Catalina. Remembered today for terrific performances and a thrilling maritime story, the film also contains one of the most unlikely yet touching Christmas scenes ever filmed, with “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen” performed simultaneously by the mutineers in Tahiti and merry carolers back home in snowy England, 9,500 miles away.


  8. A Night at the Opera (1935). Before the 1960s, when the Marx Brothers were rediscovered by college audiences, this was universally considered to be their masterwork, and one of the greatest comedies ever made, owing to Thalberg’s lavish production and to a plot that made the zany brothers sympathetic and gave them motivation for their lunacy. Today many consider those attributes to instead be liabilities, flaws that blunt the free-spirited anarchy of their humor. But come on, does that make them any less funny? And is it really MGM’s fault? Maybe instead it is the fault of us, and of the anarchic times in which we now live?


  9. Rose-Marie (1936). The most famous and parodied of the eight on-screen musical pairings of Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy, and perhaps the best one to seek out if you want to sample their musical wares, although the couple’s undoubted vocal and physical chemistry made even their weakest vehicles, well, sing. Woody Van Dyke directs, again proving there was no genre that guy couldn’t handle. James Murray, of The Crowd, had starred (with Joan Crawford) in an earlier 1929 version, and supposedly he has a bit part here as well. A third remake in 1954 added nothing but color and Cinemascope to the mix. Although Howard Keel in the Murray/Eddy role did at least look good in that red Mountie uniform.


  10. The Great Ziegfeld (1936). MGM scored its second Best Picture Oscar in a row for this gargantuan musical biography of impresario Florenz Ziegfeld Jr., which, just maybe, L. B. Mayer saw a little bit of his own life story in as well. Semi-sequels Ziegfeld Girl (1941) and Ziegfeld Follies (1946) would follow.
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 The lovely ladies of the chorus in The Great Ziegfeld (1936) offered champagne and skin to Depression-weary crowds. Photofest


  11. Saratoga (1937). Jean Harlow died while this film was in production, and the studio completed filming using a double (sometimes rather obviously) named Mary Dees. Ultimately the film managed to triumph over the perception that audiences were not interested in “last performances” by becoming a financial heavy-hitter. Decades later, MGM tried the same thing with Brainstorm (1983), which they released after star Natalie Wood’s drowning. But this time that old adage held true—audiences stayed away.


  12. Marie Antoinette (1938). Norma Shearer, after the death of husband Irving Thalberg, here had one last Irving Thalberg–styled hurrah under the all-Mayer regime as the doomed French queen, although she would remain at the studio until 1942, with predictably diminishing returns. So it is this film that marks the symbolic end of the Thalberg era. Norma would die in the Motion Picture Country Home in Woodland Hills, California, in 1983. In her declining years, she was remembered by the staff there for calling most of the male visitors to her bedside “Irving.”
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 In Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1939) Terry Kilburn is seen pouring a spot of tea for an elderly Robert Donat. Photofest


  13. Young Dr. Kildare (1938). The first of nine Dr. Kildare films, which with assorted spinoffs would run until 1945. MGM would also make two TV series from the property—the 1961–1966 hit with Richard Chamberlain and a syndicated edition that ran less successfully in 1972. This original, with Lew Ayres, was the template for all of the good doctor’s adventures to follow. Kildare DNA can also be found in other hospital-based properties, including MGM’s own Medical Center (TV 1969–1976). Costar Lionel Barrymore, here and in later episodes, rolls off with the movie as the crusty, wheelchair-bound Dr. Gillespie.


  14. Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1939). One of the most touching and well-remembered films of MGM’s golden era was shot at the MGM British studios. Star Robert Donat, who possessed one of the finest voices of any actor in history, also achieved an unprecedented level of Hollywood stardom for an actor who never actually made a movie in Hollywood; lifelong health issues kept him from following other “British colony” actors to California. Donat’s very odd, illness-plagued and erratic career peaked here; he won the Best Actor Oscar, beating out Clark Gable for Gone with the Wind. One wonders what would have happened had fate allowed Donat to go west, as Greer Garson, his costar here, would so successfully do.


  The film itself, like the sad Mr. Donat, is wonderful, sentimental, charming, and unforgettable—although, frankly, my dear, Gable’s Rhett Butler should have won the Oscar. Gable didn’t because the studio supported Donat instead, reasoning that Mr. Chips’ box office would benefit more from the win. Robert Donat’s last words on-screen, delivered in that unforgettable voice, were in The Inn of the Sixth Happiness (1958): “We shall not see each other again, I think.”


  15. The Philadelphia Story (1940). Katharine Hepburn, who after a string of underperformers got herself labeled “box office poison,” came back in a big way by securing the rights to a Broadway hit and then offering that vehicle to Hollywood, but only with her attached as its star.


 [image: bck_fig_006]


 The “Lassie” franchise began as a 1938 novella by Eric Knight. Filmed in 1943, the collie’s adventures would eventually be chronicled in other books, more movies, TV and radio programs, comics, and even a 2005 video game. Photofest


  L. B. Mayer took the bait, agreed to her choice of costars (Cary Grant and James Stewart), and then proceeded to give himself, her, them, and the studio one of their best, and best-remembered, vehicles. Audiences approved too. In 1956 MGM offered audiences a musical remake, High Society. Audiences once again approved.


  16. Lassie Come Home (1943). Another of the studio’s most-beloved successes is famous for introducing both a displaced collie named Lassie and a violet-eyed girl named Elizabeth Taylor to wide audiences, both of whom would affect the studio, and its bottom line, for decades. If you want to see only one Elizabeth Taylor film and you are over twelve, this might not be the one to seek out. But if you can tolerate only one Lassie film, whatever your age, come home to this one.


  17. Gaslight (1944). This film and the (similarly set) Waterloo Bridge and Dr Jekyll and Mr. Hyde were all remakes of earlier, other studios’ films, which MGM bought and then suppressed so as not to compete with their own adaptations. This regrettable and much-bemoaned censorship ultimately kept the original versions out of the public eye for decades, although in two out of three cases, the MGM version ultimately turned out to be the better one. (Paramount’s 1931 Dr Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, with an Oscar-anointed Fredric March, did best MGM’s 1941 Spencer Tracy version for thrills.) MGM’s Gaslight was not only a suspenseful psychological thriller on its own, but its title also added a word to the English language—much used recently for manipulating a person or group into questioning their judgment or sanity. Alan Alda, for an episode of the M*A*S*H TV show, once did a spot-on impression of Charles Boyer, here gaslighting Ingrid Bergman, so there’s also that.
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  A behind-the-scenes costume test for a young Elizabeth Taylor in National Velvet (1944). Photofest


  18. National Velvet (1944). Elizabeth Taylor, then still best known for Lassie Come Home, returns, this time with a horse rather than a dog as the center of her obsession. More than one critic has remarked that the way Taylor’s eyes spark and glisten here when talking about her horse is the exact same look she later affected when fixating on her on- (and off-) screen leading men. Mickey Rooney is her (human) costar here, although clearly, a new generation of juveniles, symbolized by Taylor, were now in the ascent. One can almost see Rooney fading into unwelcome Technicolor nostalgia here. International Velvet, a less than timely sequel, without either Taylor or Rooney, would follow in 1978.


  19. The Clock (1945). While Mickey Rooney struggled with post-puberty and postwar obsolescence, his many-times costar Judy Garland here blossoms into a leading lady who does not need to sing or dance to dominate the screen. She and Robert Walker play a couple who find love in New York’s Grand Central Station. Winsome and wonderful.
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  The Yearling (1946) taught audiences, and young Claude Jarman Jr. (pictured), the fine points of deer raising. Photofest


  20. The Yearling (1946). The last of MGM’s influential trilogy of Technicolor animal odysseys (following Lassie Come Home and National Velvet) is more mature and tragic than the others, having been based on a Pulitzer Prize–winning novel about a little boy in rural Florida and his doomed fawn. The production was troubled and expensive, with Spencer Tracy originally cast in the lead. Gregory Peck, who ultimately played Tracy’s role, is miscast but effective anyway, as is the rest of the cast, both two and four-legged. However, the film’s large production costs would largely keep the studio away from non-Lassie-related animal films thereafter.
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In 1950 the Loews State Theater in New York premiered Annie Get Your Gun. The theater would be demolished in 1987. Photofest


  21. Annie Get Your Gun (1950). The studio’s (then) invulnerability was proven, as if proof was (then) needed, by their callously firing Judy Garland—yes, Judy Garland, who had been on the payroll for more than a decade—and replacing her with Betty Hutton, and still being rewarded with a hit film. Although, in hindsight, we can see that the era in which the studio could do this was very soon to end.
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 Fred Astaire most unforgettably dances on the ceiling in Royal Wedding (1951). Photofest


  22. Royal Wedding (1951). Stanley Donen’s winning streak (recently inaugurated with On the Town) continued here. Jane Powell and Fred Astaire starred and danced, and so the world seemed, for the moment, to still be a good place to live in. Worth checking out today for the sheer amount of talent that routinely was pumped into this sort of thing. And for Astaire’s gravity-defying dance on a ceiling.


  23. The Great Caruso (1951). At the same time, on the other side of the lot and away from Freed, Minnelli, Donen, and their “artistic” innovations, a second cluster of musicals were being made by Joe Pasternak. This one was among the most successful, if not quite the best. Mario Lanza, who here played the famous title-role tenor, still has a cult following and a lively online presence among what now must be the grandchildren of his original fan base. Does anyone then looking down their noses at films like this from across the lot in the Freed Unit still have as robust a following after all these years?
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 Although MGM offered audiences a mini-version of Show Boat as part of Till the Clouds Roll By in 1946, they didn’t film the whole story until 1951. Ava Gardner here lip-syncs to “Can’t Help Lovin’ Dat Man” for the later production. Photofest


  24. Show Boat (1951). James Whale’s 1936 production of Show Boat at Universal is widely considered to be the most faithful adaption of the 1927 Broadway triumph. But MGM’s version, then as now, has always been the popular if not critical favorite. Again, MGM long suppressed the original version.


  The song “Ol’ Man River” is, of course, what people usually take away from either adaptation, and in that regard William Warfield’s performance at MGM is actually superior to Paul Robeson’s legendary interpretation at Universal (which Robeson races through as though he’s late for a political meeting). Like Robeson, Warfield would continue to sing the dirge for the rest of his life, although by 2001, at a Hollywood Bowl Show Boat revival, his health would only allow him to narrate the production. William Warfield died the following year, depriving audiences of that astonishing voice and severing forever one more link to the classic era of MGM musicals.
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 Director (and MGM veteran) Mervyn LeRoy takes a moment from directing the masses to smile for a still photographer from the well-populated set of Quo Vadis (1951). Photofest


  25. Quo Vadis (1951). The 1950s was the age of the cast-of-thousands epic. One of the first, and one of the best, was MGM’s gargantuan, nearly three-hour gladiator epic Quo Vadis. Fortunately, the film was also a popular success, although it would set into motion a much less fortunate policy of gambling everything, including the studio’s very survival, on the performance of a single film. Quo Vadis was also an early example of the studio’s renting cheaper foreign locations, including soundstages, rather than using their own, which would never have happened before the war. The times were changing.


  26. Million Dollar Mermaid (1952). Swimmer-actress Esther Williams deserves a mention here because she was such a success and for such a long time on the lot. It’s hard to pick one of her films over another, though, because there are so many of them and because they are so similar. How many ways, after all, were there to get the girl into a swimsuit? Million Dollar Mermaid, at least, didn’t have to try very hard to keep Esther wet because it was a fanciful biography of a swimming star from an earlier era—Annette Kellerman, who in addition to swimming the English Channel in 1905 had also acted and swum in silent movies, including 1914’s Neptune’s Daughter, which Williams had remade in 1949. Million Dollar Mermaid was well liked, even by Kellerman, who was hired as a technical advisor, and by Williams, who called it her favorite role. She borrowed the title for her 1999 memoir.
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  Lili (1953). Leslie Caron’s gamine quality made her the perfect performer to spend nearly an entire movie interacting with puppets. Here human costar Mel Ferrer looks at her more wolfishly than the wolf puppet is able to do. Photofest


  27. Lili (1953). A gossamer-thin but rather touching vehicle for Leslie Caron, this is also a very good musical for those who don’t much like musicals, because it only has one song in it. Although, musical haters beware, there is some orchestrated dancing to sit through as well. The single song on the soundtrack, “Hi-Lili, Hi-Lo,” has since been covered by everyone from Jimmy Durante to Richard Chamberlain, giving the song a long life outside the film, and outside MGM. That very minimalist score, by the way, won its studio an Oscar.
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 Lucille Ball offers a sitcom-worthy reaction to Desi Arnaz’s handling of The Long, Long Trailer (1954). Photofest


  28. The Long, Long Trailer (1954). Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz here proved that the mega-success of their TV sitcom, I Love Lucy, was not confined to a tiny black-and-white monitor but worked just as well in color and on the big screen. Lucy and Desi had both worked at the studio in the past, but neither had quite found stardom there, although Lucy came very close. Vincente Minnelli directs. A follow-up, Forever, Darling (1956), failed to repeat the formula at the box office.


  29. Love Me or Leave Me (1955). An atypical Joe Pasternak musical that would have been even more of an anomaly had Arthur Freed produced it instead. Doris Day plays actual torch singer Ruth Etting, who marries a man she does not love to get ahead in 1920s Chicago. James Cagney, as Martin “the Gimp” Snyder, brings his gangster persona over from Warner Bros., and his battles with the here anything-but-virginal Day create unexpected kinky sparks. The film was an important step in the maturation of the MGM musical, which unfortunately was just about to come crashing down even as it grew up.


  30. It’s Always Fair Weather (1955). Meanwhile, across the lot, the same cynicism that was so evident in Love Me or Leave Me was oozing out of the fissures at the Freed Unit as well. Intended as a sequel to On the Town, only Gene Kelly came back, ultimately playing a different and somewhat more embittered veteran who reunites with his war buddies for a last fling. Kelly’s roller-skating dance down the same New York–set backlot where he had earlier sung in the rain is a highlight, but the film itself, unlike Love Me or Leave Me, ultimately would lose money at ticket turnstiles.


  31. Guys and Dolls (1955). A real anomaly in the MGM catalog, this was the only film ever released by Metro Goldwyn Mayer that was personally produced by Samuel Goldwyn, who had left Goldwyn Pictures in 1922, pre-merger. Make no mistake, though, this was first a Samuel Goldwyn film, with MGM providing distribution and little else. Goldwyn tried to secure Grace Kelly and Gene Kelly for the leads, and then was frustrated that his own distributer would not loan them out. Eventually, Marlon Brando and Frank Sinatra starred opposite Jean Simmons.
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 Guys and Dolls (1955) offered audiences Marlon Brando, Jean Simmons, Frank Sinatra, Vivian Blaine, and, off-stage, Samuel Goldwyn pulling their strings. Photofest


  The script, from the Broadway sensation, was based on the writings of Damon Runyon, whose milieu of wise guys, gangsters, and gamblers Sinatra was well suited for. Brando, less so, although as the bigger star at the time, he was given the larger part and expected to sing most of the songs. The show’s big hit, “Luck Be a Lady,” would become a Sinatra standard he would consequently sing everywhere—everywhere except in Guys and Dolls, where it was rather ineffectually masticated by Brando. Still, the film was a success and is well worth a look, although Sam Goldwyn, not surprisingly, then took his business elsewhere.
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  Publicity still for Gigi (1958) with its stars, Louis Jourdan, Maurice Chevalier, Hermione Gingold, and Leslie Caron, in attendance. Photofest


  32. Gigi (1958). Often called the last MGM musical, it was not of course. It was not even the last musical Arthur Freed produced at the studio, although after 1960’s Bells Are Ringing, he would try for a decade for one last hurrah that was not to be. Even as a near-milepost, however, when considered as a movie, Gigi is a good one, winning the Best Picture Oscar that year. Leslie Caron plays a French girl being trained to be a courtesan. Audiences today may find this aspect of the plot a bit creepy, although in 1958 Gigi was considered to be acceptable family fare.


  33. The Time Machine (1960). George Pal was a true visionary. He came to MGM in 1958 and while there specialized in science fiction cinema that managed to be, at its best, both thought-provoking and childlike. In some ways, his masterpiece is The Seven Faces of Dr. Lao (1964), which offers a fine, funny, melancholy performance by Tony Randall, an actor the studio often had a hard time casting but who excels here as all seven titular faces. That said, Dr. Lao was not a success, and after one more film (1968’s The Power), Pal would leave the studio. The Time Machine, however, attracted popular and even some intellectual praise, perhaps due to the critical karma of original author H. G. Wells’s literary pedigree. The Time Machine also represented an increasingly rare instance in which all of the studio’s then-underutilized departments pulled together, just like in the old days, to create cinematic magic. One of those units, the Special Effects Department, even snared an Oscar for their toils. Unfortunately, that department, like many others, would soon be closed down.
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  Rod Taylor operates The Time Machine (1960). Photofest


  34. Murder, She Said (1962). When aged character actress Margaret Rutherford won an unexpected Oscar for The V.I.P.s, MGM attempted a very late, beneath-the-radar run at making a continuing mystery movie series along the lines of The Thin Man by casting Rutherford as Agatha Christie’s beloved old lady detective, Miss Marple, in this, the first of four modest comic mysteries. Audiences liked them well enough, although Christie herself had mixed feelings about the series, which did feel like rather weak tea in an era when James Bond was ascendant.


  35. Ride the High Country (1962). MGM, always somewhat clueless in marketing Westerns, abandoned Sam Peckinpah’s sad eulogy to the frontier to second-run houses and the bottom halves of double bills, in spite of some good reviews and fine performances by Randolph Scott (his last) and Joel McCrea. Ride the High Country was at least a low-budget movie, reportedly costing less than $1 million to produce, but the studio also botched advertising expensive Westerns like Wild Rovers (1971), comic Westerns like Advance to the Rear (1964), and even fantasy Westerns like The Seven Faces of Dr. Lao (1964).
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 Joel McCrea and Randolph Scott search for a sunset to ride off into in Sam Peckinpah’s magnificent Ride the High Country (1962). Mariette Hartley and Ron Starr follow in their wake. Photofest


  36. The Pink Panther (1963). Inspector Jacques Clouseau is one of those evergreen franchise characters that MGM inherited, along with James Bond, Rocky, RoboCop, assorted hobbits, and Hannibal Lecter—all of which they have benefitted from without actually instigating.


  Clouseau is comic Peter Sellers’s signature role, although here, in his debut (for United Artists), the good inspector has comparatively little screen time and is relatively subdued compared to the perfect idiot he would be portrayed as in the many sequels. MGM has kept the part alive in the twenty-first century, with Steve Martin playing the role, but even the animated title character (introduced in the credits here) has starred in his own series of theatrical and television shorts, all accompanied by a familiar Henry Mancini score.


  37. Where Were You When the Lights Went Out? (1968). What is a forgotten, insignificant, and long-unavailable little Doris Day comedy doing here? Well, milestones are, as we have seen, made up of lasts as well as firsts. This was the last gasp of the (supposedly) sophisticated (usually) New York set, MGM-romantic comedy, which in the 1950s and 1960s was virtually a genre in and of itself. The Tender Trap (1955), Designing Women (1957), Ask Any Girl (1959), It Started with a Kiss (1959), The Mating Game (1959), Please Don’t Eat the Daisies (1960), Boys Night Out (1962), The Courtship of Eddie’s Father (1963), Sunday in New York (1963), The Wheeler-Dealers (1963), Penelope (1966), and Doctor, You’ve Got to Be Kidding (1967) being a few other MGM-made examples. But the formula, replete with wink-wink sex jokes, girls running about hotels wrapped in white bedsheets, and lots of martinis and misunderstandings, was almost as worn out as the backlot New York sets and the grainy stock footage of Manhattan these films utilized. This one, as tired and flabby as could be expected, was also Doris Day’s penultimate feature film—although, even at forty-six, trouper that she was, she seems game. Day once said that Where Were You When the Lights Went Out? was, unsurprisingly her least favorite of her films.
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Where Were You When the Lights Went Out? (1968) featured Doris Day and Patrick O’Neal. In this scene those lights are still on. Photofest


  38. Ryan’s Daughter (1970). David Lean’s follow-up to his successful Doctor Zhivago followed the same bank-breaking pattern of runaway expenses while on a distant location his earlier film had, and that Apocalypse Now (1979) and Heaven’s Gate (1980) would utilize in the future. Unfortunately, Lean’s epic of war and romance in Ireland was unfairly savaged by the critics, and audiences ultimately weren’t large enough to absorb the massive production costs. Back in Culver City, this failure triggered more than a decade of micromanagement in the boardroom and scared away most of the creative and innovative young filmmakers who revitalized the industry, at least at other studios, in the 1970s.
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Yul Brynner re-creates his famous Magnificent Seven gunslinger character for Westworld (1973). Only this time, it now being the 1970s, he’s a robot and has a removable face. Photofest


  39. Westworld (1973). Michael Crichton was one of the few innovative young filmmakers revitalizing the industry in the 1970s who wasn’t afraid to work at MGM. His Coma has been discussed earlier, but Westworld deserves its due here too, if only because, at the time of production, the studio did not physically possess a “Westworld,” having demolished their frontier sets in 1970. So here, for the first significant time ever, MGM had to rent a local Western backlot set from another studio, in this case Warner Bros., for one of their productions. And it would not be the last time either.


  40. The Sunshine Boys (1975). The 1970s nostalgia boom, which had largely been instigated by That’s Entertainment!, was probably also responsible for this warm Neil Simon comedy about two battling vaudevillians. The opening credits even featured, perhaps as a good luck charm, Nacio Herb Brown and Arthur Freed’s “Make ’em Laugh,” which of course had been one of the delights of Singin’ in the Rain. Walter Matthau and (Oscar-winner) George Burns were sheer comic poetry in the leads, but the movie itself, like the following year’s That’s Entertainment Part II, underperformed, if slightly. The studio would return to the formula occasionally, sometimes well, as in 1982’s My Favorite Year, but for now that little boom was a little bust.


  41. Network (1976). A coproduction with (ironically) United Artists, Network was Hollywood’s and screenwriter Paddy Chayefsky’s satiric, or maybe not so satiric, dig at the television industry, the people in it, and those who consume it. The result netted critical acclaim and four Oscars, including in three of the four acting categories. The following year, another coproduction, this time with Warner Bros., The Goodbye Girl, also won an acting Oscar, which unfortunately would not happen at the studio again for the next eleven years.
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  Peter Finch rants eloquently in Network (1976). Photofest
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 Heather O’Rourke crosses into the light in Poltergeist (1982). Unfortunately, that light is from a television set. Photofest


  42. Fame (1980). This very late in the day musical hit, just like in the old days, was largely developed in-house rather than acquired after the fact. Fame also produced an ongoing franchise that has included (so far) stage adaptations, remakes, and several TV versions. Alan Parker’s original is still the one to see, although the performing arts numbers are not always well integrated into the narrative—surprising since the story is all about a school for the performing arts. 


  43. Poltergeist (1982). MGM’s best horror movie since The Haunting (1963) and Steven Spielberg’s only MGM film, this very well-executed ghost story also stands as an almost too handy bridge between the old and new Hollywoods, which perhaps are not as dissimilar as one might assume. Spielberg, the film’s producer, allegedly was not at all shy about flexing his creative muscle on set, sometimes to the detriment of Tobe Hooper, his director. Just like the old days? All ironies aside, Poltergeist was also a huge critical and audience favorite in its day and would birth two sequels and a remake. The goth cult classic The Hunger (1983) would soon return the studio to the horror genre, but with less success.


  44. A Christmas Story (1982). No MGM movie, save for The Wizard of Oz, has received as much adoration from audiences as director Bob Clark’s tough-love look at Christmas past. Sadly, like Oz, this one took some time for those audiences to discover, in their hearts, how special to them it really was. So in 1982 the studio was not rewarded in dollars. Darren McGavin is particularly wonderful here as “The Old Man,” a role allegedly conceived for Jack Nicholson!


  45. Moonstruck (1987). Cher won an Osar for this well-liked romantic comedy, which, like earlier MGM versions of the same theme, is set in New York—although this is a tenement-infested, decidedly ethnic part of New York populated with characters even more eccentric than Tony Randall and where Doris Day would probably have been most uncomfortable. As in On the Town, some of the exteriors were indeed shot on location, but the soundstage used for the interiors, well, that was now in Toronto.


  46. Rain Man (1988). Dustin Hoffman won an Oscar, as did the picture, director Barry Levinson, and the screenplay, although subsidiary United Artists rather than its parent company got to bask in the Oscar glory. However, as the highest-grossing film of its year, nobody at MGM is known to have complained. Tom Cruise, who would later run UA, costarred. A clip of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers as The Barkleys of Broadway (1949) with Fred singing “They Can’t Take That Away from Me,” in a scene where Valeria Golino teaches Hoffman’s shy autistic savant to dance, was also a sweet, possibly unintentional, callback to an earlier era for the company.
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 Director Norman Jewison (in cap) confers with his leading lady, Cher, on the 1987 set of Moonstruck. Photofest
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 Behind the scenes on Thelma and Louise (1991) with Michael Madsen, Geena Davis (in car), and Susan Sarandon consulting with director Ridley Scott. Photofest


  47. Thelma and Louise (1991). Several times over its history, just as it seemed MGM was retreating into safe nostalgia or sitcom platitudes, the company has dynamited those complacent cobwebs away and produced a piece of relevant-to-the-moment art that was widely discussed around water coolers and on the opinion pages of newspapers during its run. It had happened with Blow-Up, it had happened with Network, and it happened here with Thelma and Louise, a road movie about two feisty females on the run from both the law and assorted predatory males. Critics and audiences were divided, often along gender lines, by what they perceived to be the film’s attributes and biases, which sometimes only tended to reveal their own.
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 In The Birdcage (1996) Robin Williams and Nathan Lane both flattered and embraced gay (and beach) stereotypes, to the delight of audiences. Photofest


  48. Leaving Las Vegas (1995). Nicolas Cage scored an Oscar for this low-budget, 16mm chronicle of the last days of an alcoholic screenwriter. The studio’s involvement in an indie-style, commercially off-putting project, almost the antithesis of what MGM had once been all about, was particularly commendable during a year when the ever-cash-strapped company was releasing artistically dubious titles like Showgirls, Bio-Dome, and Cutthroat Island. Fortunately, in this case their detour into arthouse territory paid off, both on Academy Award night and, more importantly, at the box office.


  49. The Birdcage (1996). Like the later and equally loved Legally Blonde (2001), some of the studio’s later-day products, this one coming to us via United Artists, have been about having a good laugh too. Based on the French farce La Cage aux Folles (1978), Robin Williams and Nathan Lane play a gay couple trying, and not very well, to pretend they are straight. Easter Parade (1948) as well as studio alumni John Wayne and Judy Garland are all evoked. Incidentally, much of the soundstage filming took place at Paramount, which, unlike MGM, still had soundstages.


  50. Barbershop (2002). Another successful comedy. This one, however, was also the inception for a series of theatrical and television sequels—in other words, an actual franchise, something the studio had not lucked into in decades (1994’s Stargate and 1995’s Species, both of which also spawned follow-ups, being semi-exceptions). The unexpected success of the series, which concerns itself with the customers and staff of a barbershop in a largely Black neighborhood, also steered MGM into other African American–cast comedies during the era, namely Soul Plane (2004), Beauty Shop (2005), Who’s Your Caddy? (2007), and Soul Men (2008). Lena Horne, MGM’s first African American star and still alive at the time, must have wished that, at least quantity-wise, she had been given so many opportunities at MGM.


  Just in case your appetite for all things MGM-produced needs another fix, another fifty titles, without individual comments, follows below:


  The Unholy Three (1925); The Student Prince in Old Heidelberg (1927); The Wind (1928); The Cameraman (1938); The Hollywood Review (1929); The Big House (1930); Min and Bill (1930); Red Dust (1932); The Mask of Fu Manchu (1932); Dinner at Eight (1933); Queen Christina (1933); Viva Villa! (1934); A Tale of Two Cities (1935); Fury (1936); San Francisco (1936); Captains Courageous (1937); Boys Town (1938); The Women (1939); Ninotchka (1939); Babes in Arms (1939); The Shop Around the Corner (1940); Waterloo Bridge (1940); Third Dimensional Murder (1941); White Cargo (1942); Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo (1944); The Picture of Dorian Gray (1945); The Pirate (1948); They Were Expendable (1945); Easter Parade (1948); The Three Musketeers (1948); Father of the Bride (1950); An American in Paris (1951); Pat and Mike (1952); Julius Caesar (1953); The Band Wagon (1954); Bad Day at Black Rock (1955); High Society (1956); Some Came Running (1958); Village of the Damned (1960); The Haunting (1963); Advance to the Rear (1964); The Americanization of Emily (1964); The Night of the Iguana (1964); The Unsinkable Molly Brown (1964); Where Eagles Dare (1968); Elvis: That’s the Way It Is (1970); Soylent Green (1973); Clash of the Titans (1981); and My Favorite Year (1982).
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