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For Savannah, my star





It was easy to get used to having a name that wasn’t mine and had a better sound. The Veronica was supposed to stand for what was classic in my features and the Lake was supposed to suggest the coolness you got when you looked at them. So things got put together. I went down the assembly line. Dressed by Edith Head. Faced by Wally Westmore. Singing voice dubbed by Martha Mears…. When the hair was over one eye, I became someone else…. I personally have no existence…. My real life, the only one that other people believe in, is the life of the Veronica Lake character…. Has she got any connection with me?…I’m small and suspicious and unsure, and she’s tall and poised and thoroughly experienced. The Army respects her, the Navy adores her, the Marines are nuts about her. No branch of the service recognizes me.

—“I, Veronica Lake: Constance Ockelman, Late of Brooklyn,
Tells How She Became Hollywood’s Cyclops Cinderella,”
Life magazine, May 17, 1943
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INTRODUCTION

The star-making process—like everything else during Hollywood’s studio years—was contradictory, unpredictable, and ambivalent, but none of that slowed the system down. The moviemaking business knew how to be two-faced. In fact, it might be said that the movie business understood that the best way to operate successfully was to be two-faced: Hollywood embraced the concept. The studios pinched pennies and spent recklessly. They were cautious but careless. Romantic and practical. Honest and dishonest. Male and female. Howlingly stupid and cunningly shrewd. Nowhere are these contradictions more apparent than in the stories about how Hollywood transformed ordinary men and women into the gods and goddesses known as movie stars. “He’s too short and pasty pale, but my secretary couldn’t take her eyes off him” could inspire a snap decision to “Get him some elevator shoes, dye his hair, and photograph him so no one gets a chance to take their eyes off him.” Although they might later claim “We saw her on a soda fountain stool and she broke our hearts immediately with her unique beauty,” something closer to the truth might have been “Get out there and round up all the good-looking females working in that department store and fix their teeth.” Hollywood was a factory. It operated on the principle that if it dropped a lot of nubile young blondes into its star-making machine, at least one of them might come out looking like a heartbreaker. They were gamblers, and some of the biggest long-shot winners in history were the movie stars they created.

Movie stars are fascinating, but I didn’t want to write about them. I wanted to write about the system of star making, about the “star machine” that evolved at the end of the silent era and “created” movie stars in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s. The great “star machine” story has been overlooked or oversimplified, but it’s a fascinating tale about a practical business plan that manufactured illusions. I wanted to describe how the machine worked.

It would be nice to report a clear resolution to my story, à la the typical Hollywood movie happy ending. It wasn’t that simple. Any consideration of the star-making system needed to examine individual cases because the business was making movie stars out of real people. As much as Hollywood would have loved to ignore the fact that movie stars were human beings, it always ended up dealing with their personal situations, things that couldn’t be predicted or controlled: anger, breakdown, failure, bad behavior, and disappointment. (And that’s before they tried to sell the product to the fickle, even more uncontrollable and unpredictable movie audience.) Sometimes a manufactured product turned out perfectly; other times, it blew up in the shopping cart. Describing only how the machine worked couldn’t tell the entire story. Like everything else in Hollywood, the star machine had two faces. Explaining it meant both affirming its process and denying its infallibility. And to do that, I had to write about individual movie stars.

I decided not to write about the era’s legendary figures who have already been written about in many types of books—the Astaires, the Crawfords and Davises, the Coopers and Gables, the Garbos, and the Cary Grants. Some of them weren’t really machine products to begin with, and in retrospect, we can see that their work has transcended their formative years when they were subjected to the ruthless manipulations of the studios. Since I had grown up going to the movies during the 1940s and ’50s, I knew how many non-legendary stars there were back then, and how important some were in their own time—some even more so than today’s “legends.” Although I would have to consider (and refer to) the greats of the past, because they are now our movie star yardsticks, I decided to feature other names, such as Tyrone Power, Deanna Durbin, Ann Sheridan, Dennis Morgan: talents the machine actually could (and did) turn into box office draws.

I designed the book in two sections. The first is an objective story (how the star machine, a concrete business plan, worked on a daily basis), and the second is a subjective one (considerations of the people it turned into stars). It’s a book about the star business: its failures and malfunctions, its successes, its unexpected bonuses, its astonishing ability to change course and adjust to social and cultural shifts, and its incredible longevity. The concept of “movie star” is still in operation today. Small parts of this book appeared earlier in two out-of-print books of mine, one on Lana Turner and one on the American cinema. Large parts of it were taken from interviews I did years ago with certified stars such as Joan Crawford and Betty Grable. The frankness of these people—their considerable intelligence and down-to-earth insight into what happened to them when they became stars—formed both the inspiration for and the foundation of the book.





PART ONE

STARS AND THE FACTORY SYSTEM
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The Star Machine Product: Dorothy Lamour, circa 1939, presented for newspaper and magazine reproduction.




It’s a crackpot business that sets out to manufacture a product it can’t even define, but that was old Hollywood. Thousands of people in the movie business made a Wizard-of-Oz living, working hidden levers to present an awe-inspiring display on theatre screens: Movie Stars! Hollywood made ’em and sold ’em daily, gamely producing a result for which its creators had no concrete explanation. Sometimes they made films that told the story of their own star-making business, and even then they couldn’t say exactly what a movie star was. They just trusted that the audience wouldn’t need an explanation because it would believe what it was seeing—star presence—could verify its own existence. “She’s got that little something extra,” muses James Mason in 1954’s A Star Is Born, quoting actress Ellen Terry for credibility. Since he’s talking about Judy Garland as he watches her sing “The Man That Got Away,” the point is made. (“She has something!” cries out Lowell Sherman when he spies waitress Constance Bennett in the earlier version of the story, What Price Hollywood?) Hollywood just told people that “he” or “she” or “it” (let’s not forget Rin Tin Tin and Trigger) had “that little something extra” and let it go at that. As a definition, it wasn’t much, but it was all anyone needed—and there’s no arguing with it.

The truth is that nobody—either then or now—can define what a movie star is except by specific example,* but the workaday world of moviemaking never gave up trying to figure it out. As soon as the business realized that moviegoers wanted to see stars, they grappled with trying to find a useful definition for the phenomenon of movie stardom, which is really not like any other kind. Marlon Brando called all their attempts “a lot of frozen monkey vomit.” Adding up the monkey’s offerings, it’s clear that over the years, Hollywood collected a sensible list of informed observations: A star has exceptional looks. Outstanding talent. A distinctive voice that can easily be recognized and imitated. A set of mannerisms. Palpable sexual appeal. Energy that comes down off the screen. Glamour. Androgyny. Glowing health and radiance. Panache. A single tiny flaw that mars their perfection, endearing them to ordinary people. Charm. The good luck to be in the right place at the right time (also known as just plain good luck). An emblematic quality that audiences believe is who they really are. The ability to make viewers “know” what they are thinking whenever the camera comes up close. An established type (by which is meant that they could believably play the same role over and over again). A level of comfort in front of the camera. And, of course, “she has something,” the bottom line of which is “it’s something you can’t define.” There’s also the highly self-confident version of “something you can’t define” that is a variation of Justice Potter Stewart’s famous remark about pornography: “I know it when I see it.”

The last one makes sense. “Seeing it” is, in fact, the only reliable definition of stardom. The problem for the business was that audience members didn’t all agree on what they saw. Some said that Greer Garson was a talented actress of ladylike grace and charm, but Pauline Kael called her “one of the most richly syllabled queenly horrors of Hollywood.” For their legions of fans (who still endure), Nelson Eddy and Jeanette MacDonald were the believable epitome of musical romance, but for Noël Coward they were “an affair between a mad rocking horse and a rawhide suitcase.”* Hollywood followed majority opinion, promoting the stars for which there was the most consistent audience agreement, while they worked hard to figure out the mystery of why one person (Clark Gable) could be loved by fans and someone who looked just like him (John Carroll) could not. It was Topic A in Hollywood, and studio bosses didn’t discuss it only in isolated boardrooms. They read stars’ mail, quizzed fan clubs, and enlisted the help of movie magazines to create questionnaires about who the public liked and why. Answers from fans almost always boiled down to one thing: a popular movie star was perceived to have a tangible physical presence. “He’s so real. I almost feel I can reach out and touch him” (Gable). “She’s adorable, very warm and real” (Janet Gaynor). “When she’s on screen, you can’t look at anyone else, and you feel you’re right up there with her” (Garbo). “I think he’s just like someone I could know right here in Ohio, and if I needed anything he’d step down and get it for me” (Van Johnson). In other words, it’s what Elvis Presley’s character in Jailhouse Rock (1957) tells his co-star after he unexpectedly kisses her. She sputters about his “cheap tactics,” but he nails down the reason she’ll accept him: “That ain’t tactics, honey. That’s just the beast in me.” Orson Welles told Peter Bogdanovich that this “beast” was best represented by Jimmy Cagney, who passed the real test of the term “star quality” because he could “displace air…be a screen filler.”
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Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby, doing what stars do in High Society.

Fans confirmed their desire for this tangible presence, telling moviemakers what they responded to in movie stars really was something that seemed physical. Great movie stars were “alive” inside the frame. It was their home, their owned space. They were utterly at ease up there (and, sadly enough, often nowhere else). When Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby, two consummate stars, sing “Did Ya Evah?” in High Society (1956), they prove the point. “Did Ya Evah?” was a tough assignment. Sinatra and Crosby had to sing, dance, hit their camera marks, respect the sophisticated Cole Porter lyrics, deliver scripted dialogue, stay within their characters, pretend to be slightly drunk, keep the beat of the orchestra playback, move around a specially designed library set with limited space while following a specific choreography that had to look improvised, and never forget that they were rivals for the audience’s affection, “Frankie” and “Bing.” They had to watch out for each other in more ways than one. (Each was keenly aware of the other’s star power.)

“Did you hear about poor Blanche? She got caught in an avalanche,” sings Sinatra, carefully enunciating Porter’s words. “Game girl,” mutters Crosby, riffing on the lyrics. “She got up and finished fourth.” Sinatra responds with his own ad lib: “I think I’ll dance!” As he wobbles by, Crosby cautions, “Well, don’t hurt yourself.” These men are what stars are, doing what stars do. They seem as if they’re making it up right in front of you. (The illusion of stardom is always the illusion of ease.) Looking at them performing “Did Ya Evah?” is a lesson in star definition: two hardworking professionals are executing a complicated musical assignment in order to look like two amateurs who’re reeling through an accidental musical romp. Fifty years later, after they’re both dead and gone, they are still alive inside the frame—still making it appear that it’s happening right in front of you, in the moment.

In the “golden era” of Hollywood, filmmakers knew that stardom required personalities like Crosby and Sinatra. Finding such stars was what the studios did. But how did they do it? Was there a formula? No. But there was a process. The hard part was that the process cost a great deal of money, and it was fraught with potential disasters. No matter what they did, no matter how smart they were about it, it could go wrong, because no one knew for sure what they were doing.
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A successful star trio: Bob Hope and Bing Crosby, stabilized by Dorothy Lamour, in Road to Zanzibar.

Moviemakers asked themselves many questions about stardom. Was it luck, an accident of fate? When Alice Faye got appendicitis and had to be quickly replaced in Down Argentine Way (1940), her desperate studio (20th Century–Fox) stuck a cute blonde who’d been around town for nearly a decade into her part: Betty Grable. Given a chance by an appendix, Grable succeeded and became even more famous than Faye, lasting for an unprecedented decade at the top of popularity polls. All her life, Grable said her stardom happened because “I was just lucky.” The business asked itself, “Was it only luck?” Or did it require some special role that fit perfectly to what the actor could do? When five-time Olympic gold medal swimmer Johnny Weissmuller was cast as Tarzan, the role gave him a lifetime of fame. Since he was no actor (by his own frank admission), a movie with little dialogue and a lot of swimming fit him perfectly. No Tarzan, no Johnny?

Did actors become big stars because they seemed to incorporate their own opposites? Shirley Temple, that adorable little tot, was also a bossy brat who faked her way forward. If you met a kid like that in real life, you’d want to smack her. Robert Walker seemed shy and innocent, but Hitchcock brought forward some disturbed quality that made him perfect as the evil Bruno in Strangers on a Train (1951). Barbara Stanwyck was tough but vulnerable. Tyrone Power was masculine yet feminine. Carole Lombard seemed like a fun pal, but she was the ultimate in sophisticated glamour. Maybe it was that a star had to find the perfect on-screen mate to supply some “other half.” As Katharine Hepburn famously said about Astaire and Rogers, “He gives her class and she gives him sex.” Was it some perfect co-starring that made magic and solidified the career? Would Flynn have made it without de Havilland? Eddy without MacDonald? Walter Pidgeon without Greer Garson? What could Abbott have been without Costello? Without Dorothy Lamour, the Hope-Crosby Road pictures wouldn’t have worked as well. On-screen, Hope and Crosby were essentially disrespectful. They mocked the plot, the characters, the audience, and themselves in equal measure. They thumbed their noses at the filmmaking process itself, breaking the fourth wall and making self-referential and topical gags, but Lamour was always present to ground them. (They called her “Momma.”) She was beautiful, of course, and her songs broke their tension, but she dealt with Hope and Crosby calmly, in an unflappable manner. She was a gorgeous 1940s Margaret Dumont to leaven their Marxian antics, a center of cheerful gravitas.*

Maybe stardom wasn’t about co-stars or other actors at all. Maybe it was a director’s keen eye that saw possibilities in an actor that no one else saw—as Josef von Sternberg claimed for his “star-making” skill with Marlene Dietrich? (William Holden said that without director Billy Wilder to shape his acting career, “I would have been Henry Aldrich.”) Maybe lighting could make a woman a star (Claudette Colbert), or a costume (Joan Crawford’s famous Letty Lynton tea dress and, later on, her shoulder pads and ankle-strapped shoes), a memorable song (Rita Hayworth’s “Put the Blame on Mame”), or an appearance in the movie version of a legendary best seller (Vivien Leigh in Gone with the Wind, 1939). Or maybe stardom was linked to some totally unpredictable minor little personal trait? Was it Elvis’s hips or Harlow’s platinum hair? Did Joan Bennett’s dye job (from blond to brunette) change her from just another pretty girl into a seductive movie queen? Gary Cooper was a great kisser. He always did it right, bending his co-star back, holding on, and kissing the devil out of her.* He was a great-looking guy with lots of talent, but was it kissing that put him over? With Gable, was it all in the mustache?

In the end, the business forgot about questions and answers, and just kept its options open, realizing there would always be an unknown, abstract, and unpredictable part to the star-making process. They would always be reconciling opposing elements and taking big chances, treading a fine line between objective business plans and subjective audience response.

“A star was born, not made,” writes W. Robert LaVine in In a Glamorous Fashion: The Fabulous Years of Hollywood Costume Design. He was right, but also wrong. “You don’t manufacture stars,” said Joan Crawford (who was in a position to know). “You manufacture toys.” She was wrong, but also right. Studio moguls—men such as Louis B. Mayer, Harry Cohn, Jack Warner, Darryl Zanuck, Sam Goldwyn, et al.—understood this contradiction and faced up to it daily. They succeeded because they accepted that there was no need to define stardom—anything that worked was all the definition they’d need. “She’s got something!” would do just fine. Since they were in business, they knew they’d need to control as many things about creating movie stars as possible, but they’d gamble on the rest. The intelligence of the Hollywood businessmen who came to this conclusion—and their astounding nerve—is seldom acknowledged.

And so Hollywood, with its factory-like studio system, cheerfully made a living manufacturing a product it couldn’t define, confident that someone out there (“the little people”) would do it for them—and pay them for the privilege. They busied themselves looking for a Judy Garland to put up on the screen so the audience could find her and say “She’s got that little something you can’t define but we can recognize when we see it because it’s that little something extra.” They would look for actors and actresses who could project the mysterious “x factor” of stardom. It was a crackpot idea, all right, but against all odds, they made it work because whatever it was, the x factor was viewable.

In fact, there are examples of the x factor popping off the screen all over film history. It’s the infrared in the dark of the movie house.* Bette Davis, even in her fake-blonde days, outshines everyone around her in forgotten movies like So Big (1932), Housewife (1934), and Ex-Lady (1933). Jimmy Cagney’s animal magnetism wipes everyone out of the frame even in small parts in Doorway to Hell (1930) and Other Men’s Women (1931). A young Esther Williams jumps out in an MGM wartime short entitled Inflation, which she made after her initial screen test and just before her first feature assignment. She’s a beginner with no acting experience—a swimmer, for heaven’s sake—paired with a terrific actor, Edward Arnold. Arnold plays the devil, tempting Williams to break the rules of rationing and buy herself a fur coat. He gets totally lost when Williams confidently struts around in the coat, flashing her x factor. (Pressed to explain why such an inexperienced swimming champion could be turned into a big box office movie star, Arthur Freed searched hard for reasons. Finally he came up with “She’s cheerful!”†)

A good example of how easy it was for audiences to spot the x factor is demonstrated by Ava Gardner’s 1945 film She Went to the Races. Gardner was cast as the second lead, and the star was the lovely Frances Gifford, who was being heavily groomed for the top rank at MGM that year. Gifford had charm, talent, beauty—everything she needed—but she was no Ava Gardner. The audience saw the truth in a revealing scene in which Gifford and the leading man (James Craig) are arguing outside an elevator in a hotel corridor. Suddenly, the elevator doors open and out steps Gardner. She moves into the frame, delivers a line or two in her low, husky voice, and walks off. It’s not much, but it’s everything. The minute Gardner appears, she takes it all away from both Gifford and Craig. It’s not just that she’s fabulous looking. So are they. It’s not just that she’s been carefully costumed and made up. So have they. It’s not just the careful lighting, the framing of her medium close-up. No, it’s the x factor. Gardner’s got something extra—a lot of it, in fact—and it’s fully on display. She’s got star written all over her, and within a year, she was one.

Gardner and others like her proved that nobody really needed to know what the x factor was as long as the fans thought they saw it. It could be happily vague and emotional. Mae West understood. “It isn’t what I do,” she explained, “but how I do it. It isn’t what I say, but how I say it. And how I look when I do it and say it.”* (All things considered, it’s as good an overall definition of movie stardom as anyone’s ever come up with.)
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Ava Gardner on the brink of stardom, her glamour already secure, with James Craig in She Went to the Races.

One thing was concrete, however. Whatever the x factor might be, it had to show up on the screen and it had to be seen by more than one person. Movie stardom might be undefinable—the business could live with that—but it couldn’t be a secret. One other thing was also concrete: It didn’t need to be connected in any way to who the star actually was offscreen. Clark Gable, one of the greatest, reached a level so legendary in his lifetime that he could be mythologized inside his own movies. In The Tall Men (1955), Gable’s nemesis, played by Robert Ryan, speaks what could have been Gable’s eulogy as Gable exits the frame: “There goes the only man I ever respected. He’s the man every boy thinks he’s going to be when he grows up…and wishes he had been when he’s an old man.” Ryan articulates what the audience saw in Gable. About the real Clark Gable, Ava Gardner said, “If you say, ‘Hi ya, Clark,’ he’s stuck for an answer.”*

The reconciliation of the offscreen/on-screen discrepancies like Gable’s, as well as the contradictions of the business part of shaping star presences for audiences to “discover,” were well known behind the scenes. Louis B. Mayer, head of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer during the studio years, was one of the greatest of all the “star makers.” (MGM was described as having “more stars than there are in the heavens.”) Mayer knew it was good business to let the public feel they were the most important part of the star selection process—that stardom happened without calculation. Speaking to general fans on one of Louella Parsons’s weekly radio broadcasts in 1946, Mayer gave all the credit to the audience: “I don’t discover stars, Louella. I am only the talent scout who brings the public talent presented in what I think is the proper manner. It’s the public who pays its money, chooses, and makes the star.” Behind the scenes, Mayer had something different to say. In a 1958 industry article entitled “What Is a Star?” Mayer talked like a businessman. “The idea of a star being born is bush-wah. A star is created, carefully and coldbloodedly, built up from nothing, from nobody…Age, beauty, talent—least of all talent—has nothing to do with it…We could make silk purses out of sow’s ears every day in the week.” And that is what they did. Or what they tried to do.

This book is about the “star machine” Hollywood created with which to manufacture their silk purses. It’s a somewhat scary story about how a really tough-minded business would do pretty much anything to make money. Lots of money. The dreams, the fantasies, the escapes movie stars brought to the audience—those were the means to the end. “Star power” was, for the film business, just a saleable illusion. Judy Garland’s stardom was ethereal, undefinable…but also quotidian and unglamorous. That something as evanescent, as memorable, as durable as a Garland could be the product of a cut-and-dried business process is truly fascinating—and very mysterious. The “star machine” was the process Hollywood used to invent some Judy Garlands—or at the very least, to be able to recognize one when they saw her even before they knew who or what she was or could be.


* Actor Frederic March didn’t much like Joan Crawford, but asked to define stardom, he mentioned her name and said: “She was a star.”

* In talking about movie stardom, it’s important not to confuse the old studio system in the Hollywood of the 1930s and 1940s with the one that exists today. “Star” history has to be divided into “then” and “now” because the importance of stardom has diminished over time. The stars of silent film and of the great studio system were gods and goddesses. The public revered them, but they had to earn their stardom. Today anybody’s a star who can get his or her name in front of the credits by negotiating for it. The next-door neighbor in a sitcom is a star. The term is the bottom rung of show business, and to compensate for its devaluation, there is a tarted-up power system of star levels—an upping of wattage. Above “star” is “superstar” and above “superstar” is “megastar.” By this standard, Bogart and Davis and Cooper and Cagney are gigastars. As Baryshnikov said about Fred Astaire, “He’s dancing. The rest of us are doing something else.”

* Lamour’s sense of humor can be seen in On Our Merry Way (1948), in which, playing a movie star who does jungle movies (i.e., herself in a spoof of herself), she sings the unforgettable “I’m the Queen of the Hollywood Isles.” Lamour was on top of things. She understood how the business worked and was known as “the girl who never made an enemy.” Today her sarong is in the Smithsonian.

* One of his leading ladies, Laraine Day (The Story of Dr. Wassell, 1944), said, “Gary kisses the way Charles Boyer looks like he kisses…Well! It was like holding a hand grenade and not being able to get rid of it. I was left breathless.”

* The observable “glow” of potential stardom was present from the very beginning of film history. Clara Bow pops off the screen in her earliest films (such as Down to the Sea in Ships in 1922). She’s vivid, alive—a breath of fresh air that is the very definition of “screen presence.” In his first silent film, The Winning of Barbara Worth (1926), Gary Cooper shoved even star Ronald Colman aside. Audiences responded to his presence and Variety confirmed his charisma, saying he was “a youth who will be heard of on the screen.”

† Williams’s good cheer was so tangible that MGM felt comfortable referring to it as a joke. “Who’s the picture of health?” sneers Carroll Baker in Easy to Love (1953), when she first spots her rival, Williams.

* Dustin Hoffman gave his version of this elusiveness when he described Jimmy Durante: “He couldn’t sing, but he sang. He couldn’t dance, but he danced. His jokes were corny, but he was hilarious…because he was magical.”

* Stars often had their images ridiculed by peers. Restaurateur Dave Chasen said, “Bogart’s a helluva nice guy until 11:30 p.m. After that, he thinks he’s Bogart.” Director John Frankenheimer put Kirk Douglas down by sneering, “He’s wanted to be Burt Lancaster all his life.”






THE FACTORY
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Louis B. Mayer, legendary head of MGM, at his famous curved white desk, surrounded by everything a mogul needs: awards, family photos, libations, and someone to be molded into a star.

The Hollywood studio system of the period encompassing the 1930s through the 1950s doesn’t get credit for much of anything, except for destroying the nation’s morality, threatening our educational system, discouraging people from reading, turning women into sex symbols, and making fun of minorities. However one feels about all that, credit must be paid to old Hollywood’s astonishingly efficient business practices. The moviemaking industry had—and still has—an ability to protect itself from economic disasters (the Depression), exploit historical opportunities (World War II), reinvent itself if needed (as in “movies are bigger than ever” when television threatened), and adapt rapidly to changing technologies (selling DVDs and streaming trailers onto the Internet). Hollywood has always been efficient.

Most people think that old Hollywood was populated with idiots. The stereotypical mogul is a heavyset man with a big cigar who sits behind an aircraft-carrier-sized desk, shouting to his employees a series of stupid (but amusing) remarks while he makes clear to his newest protegée that if she wants to make it big, she’ll have to sleep with him. Or worse. The fact is that in 1939, the year most people think of as the high point of Hollywood’s former glory, more than 51 percent of its top echelon were college educated. It’s just more fun to talk about ruined artistic projects, sexual exploitation, out-of-control behavior, and a world populated with the “include me out” and “don’t say yes until I finish talking” kind of guys. No doubt there was plenty of ludicrous action, overweening greed, heavy accents, and bad grammar around in those days, but can old Hollywood match the Enron debacle or the savings-and-loan scandals? No Hollywood mogul—a sharp, hardworking bunch—ever crashed quite the way Martha Stewart or Leona Helmsley crashed. Unless they shot their wives’ lovers, they at least kept out of jail, and the distribution of motion pictures into the small towns of America never destroyed local economies the way the arrival of a Wal-Mart store can do today.

Hollywood at work was quite different from the inefficient, money-wasting comedy version we often envision—that crazy place where no one had any idea what was going on and stupid decisions were made on a whim. A movie studio in the so-called golden era was a well-oiled machine with everything needed to make movies right in place on the “studio lot.” These lots were huge. Warners had its own ranch. Twentieth Century–Fox sat on 108 acres, and was half a mile wide and nearly a mile long. When Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary on February 10, 1949, Louis B. Mayer proudly said, “Today we have thirty-one modern soundstages, sixty stars, and five lots covering one hundred seventy-six acres.” They also had a four-story administration building (air-conditioned long before that was fashionable); a huge warehouse in which to store acres of props, costumes, and furniture; a security force with nearly fifty officers, a chief, and two plainclothes officers; a dentist’s office; a foundry; a commissary that could feed employees around the clock; a prop shop; an electrical plant; a research department to provide any kind of information; a clinic; and back lots created for specific uses. “It was a complete city. You could live there,” said actress Janet Leigh, who arrived at MGM in the late 1940s. The studios were positive environments, with well-paid, glamorously employed personnel working together in a sealed-off space that was hard to penetrate. (The studio gate police were legendary.) Inside the studio, employee needs were taken care of by a big-daddy employer that tried to provide them with everything they might need, because it was cost-efficient to do so. Time away from the studio was time lost, which meant money lost. Joseph Mankiewicz, a successful producer-director-writer, said that “you never left the studio for anything. When you were at the studio, you were not only safe from the outside world, you could participate in any part of the outside world you wanted to. If you wanted to register to vote or renew your driver’s license, they came on the lot. At Christmastime, the department stores used to bring stuff over to your office to show you.”

The old Hollywood was a factory system. (There is nothing like these studios in filmmaking today.) Back then, MGM could complete a full-length motion picture every nine days. In the year 1950 alone, it made 16 cartoons, 12 “Travelogues,” 9 “Pete Smith Specialties,” 8 “People on Parades,” 104 “News of the Days,” and released 41 features, among them Father of the Bride, King Solomon’s Mines, Royal Wedding, and The Asphalt Jungle. The business complexity and efficiency of the studios are easily demonstrated by a look at records kept by any one of the big seven (MGM, Warners, Paramount, Columbia, 20th Century–Fox, RKO, or United Artists). There were departments for everything: an administration department, with all the executives and their assistants; the story department, the art direction department, the makeup department, the cinematography and lighting departments, the sound department, the music department, the casting department, the publicity department, the costume department, the library and research department, the special effects department, the legal department, the purchasing department, the payroll department—but why go on?

Each of these departments had detailed hiring needs. Director George Cukor said, “I think people don’t understand how a place like MGM needed to be fed, sustained, and organized every day.” All sorts of specialized jobs had to be filled: wig makers, barbers, hairdressers, manicurists, plasterers and builders, musicians, conductors, scorers and copyists, cashiers, cooks, waiters, nutritionists, architects, draftsmen, painters, furniture makers, seamstresses, fitters, stand-ins, script girls, continuity specialists, timers, focus pullers, camera loaders, researchers, as well as the top creative echelons of executives, producers, directors, editors, writers, cinematographers, and actors. These people were employees under contract, drawing regular salaries and reporting to work every morning. Not only was there enough work to keep them all busy every day, but sometimes even more personnel were needed to meet unexpected assignments. What if the studio suddenly needed two hundred Chinese peasants to be on set by 9:00 a.m. the next day? It could happen. The casting office would normally be working only with the roster of actors actually under studio contract, and there wouldn’t be two hundred Chinese anything, much less two hundred extras working for a one-day paycheck. The casting office needed to know not only who they had, but also who every other studio had and who they could get on short notice from the Central Casting Bureau in case they needed two hundred extras who could actually look like Chinese peasants. All these people would then have to be hired, signed in, given passes, costumed, made up, directed where to go, organized on set, fed, checked out, and paid. The system would go into high gear, and at 9:00 a.m., when the factory got ready to roll, two hundred Chinese peasants—or reasonable facsimiles thereof—would be standing on the set. The same would hold true if the studio needed a dog star that could untie knots with its teeth, an authentic Lakota-speaking Native American, or two fat men in bathing suits and a polar bear to chase them across an ice floe.*

It took a lot of people to turn out the four hundred to five hundred movies that Hollywood produced each year during its glamour days. And some of those people were movie stars. Like everyone else in these factories, the stars were employees. They were well-paid employees, and they were glamorous employees, but they were employees. They, too, had to report to work on time. In his important book The Hollywood Story, Joel W. Finler provides a look at how big-name movie stars under contract at MGM were assigned in a typical work week during the summer of 1941. Nelson Eddy and Risë Stevens were rerecording their songs for The Chocolate Soldier on Stage One. Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy were in rehearsals for Woman of the Year on Stage Three. Lana Turner and Robert Taylor were filming the first scene for Johnny Eager on Stage Four. Walter Pidgeon and Rosalind Russell were on Stage Ten working on a movie entitled Miss Achilles’ Heel (this movie would later have its title changed to Design for Scandal). William Powell and Myrna Loy were making Shadow of a Thin Man on Stage Sixteen, and Johnny Weissmuller was doing an action-adventure sequence for Tarzan’s Secret Treasure on Stage Twelve. Poor Greta Garbo was really laboring away. She was being shot doing her famous “Chicka-Choca Rhumba” for Two-Faced Woman on Stage Eighteen, under the direction of the no-doubt-dubious George Cukor, and under the lens of the probably bemused cinematographer John Alton. Hedy Lamarr, Charles Coburn, and Robert Young were filming H. M. Pulham, Esq. on Stage Twenty-two, and the complicated airplane takeoff scene for Unholy Partners (using Edward G. Robinson in the action) was happening on Stage Thirty. In Rehearsal Hall A, Norma Shearer was taking dancing lessons to prepare for her upcoming film We Were Dancing, and in Rehearsal Hall B, Eleanor Powell was learning her first tap routine for I’ll Take Manila (later retitled Ship Ahoy). Out on Lot Number Two, exteriors were being filmed for Steel Cavalry (later renamed The Bugle Sounds) at the small train station set, with stars Wallace Beery and Marjorie Main. Thus, a week at Metro had twenty of the era’s biggest stars at work on nine stages, in two rehearsal halls, and one back lot, the factory system laboring on twelve feature films in a single week.

Clearly, a major part needed on the assembly line of Hollywood’s successful manufacturing system was a “movie star.” Stars shaded everything around them inside the movie frame, defined the story’s meaning, lured viewers into the theatre, sold products off the screen, and had films designed especially for them that could be made rapidly and cheaply. In fact, the entire studio system depended on movie stars and was built on top of them.* Stars were the most precious commodity in the economic system. This was a simple enough concept, but it had one big problem: these stars, these key objects, couldn’t just be ordered from a supplier in Peoria or hired in like Chinese peasant extras. Yes, studios could scavenge around in theatre, ballet, opera, and sports looking for existing stars, but the camera is an ornery observer. Theatre stars often did not photograph well. Ballet stars and sports stars couldn’t always act, and opera stars could be fat and temperamental. Since the system needed movie stars every day (and lots of them), it did the sensible thing: it manufactured its own. The studios dedicated themselves to creating stars, and they made all kinds of them. There were big-name stars and little-name stars, A-list stars and B-list stars, male stars, female stars, dog stars, child stars, character actor stars, western stars for low-budget westerns, horror film stars for horror films, and, always waiting in the wings to step in when the established stars got too uppity were youngsters under consideration to become the next big stars.† That’s why they call old Hollywood “the star system.”‡

That system knew how to create movie stars, and it understood star market value, rating it by established business practices that concretely defined “stardom.” Nobody was ever really a movie star inside Hollywood until his or her name went above the title of the movie. The studio—and only the studio—could dub someone “Sir Star” or “Lady Star.” If you were a “hopeful” star in the grooming process, it happened only for economic reasons: you’d had a hit movie and received fabulous reviews; the public had consistently been paying hard cash to see you and were writing in to say they wanted more; you had a unique talent or special quality and everyone decided to take a chance with you. However, even a beginner who was suddenly, magically “starred” in a first movie—Deanna Durbin in Three Smart Girls (1936) or Errol Flynn (in what was alleged to be his first film, Captain Blood, 1935)—had their names under the title. When the business later fully recognized them as real movie stars, their names went up top.

Billing always depicted career trajectory and status; it was an insider’s guidebook to where an actor stood. The Jungle Princess in 1936 was Dorothy Lamour’s first “sarong” movie, and she was billed under the title with her two co-stars, Ray Milland and Lynne Overman. The film’s success spawned Her Jungle Love in 1938, with the same team. This time the billing read “Dorothy Lamour and Ray Milland in Her Jungle Love with Lynne Overman.” In 1942, Lamour was assigned a lackluster movie called Beyond the Blue Horizon, which contained several veiled references to her two earlier “sarong” movies. Her billing was “Dorothy Lamour in Beyond the Blue Horizon with Richard Denning [her leading man].” By the early 1940s, Lamour had become a star. Her established popularity as a “jungle princess” was being used to boost an unknown (Denning) the studio hoped to build into a star.

Not many made it to the hallowed “star” billing. There were approximately two thousand performers floating around Hollywood by the end of the 1930s, but experts say only about five hundred of these were actually even under contract to one of the seven major studios. A studio like MGM—the biggest—could carry between fifty to one hundred names on its regular payroll, out of which no more than thirty might actually be considered “movie stars.” (This is a very small number considering the high numbers of movies being released each year.*)

This meant a movie star was of primary importance and monetary value to his or her home studio. Thus, the moviemaking factory focused on the creation of movie stars—its lifeblood—and that is why a major element of the old Hollywood was “the star machine.”

The star machine process was not suddenly invented—it evolved. Movies were born, and in turn gave birth to movie stars. The system institutionalized a natural set of circumstances that began in the silent era, when moviegoers discovered they especially liked certain performers—and the movie business discovered the moviegoers’ discovery.

At first, actors were nameless, and audiences were satisfied with the new experience of watching moving pictures. By 1910, however, audiences were responding to specific stars. Though moguls such as Adolph Zukor, who founded his Famous Players in 1912, brought theatre actresses such as Sarah Bernhardt into the movies, audiences wanted movie stars. And they found the ones they wanted, like Mary Pickford. First, she was simply “the little girl with the curls” until they demanded to know her and she became “Mary Pickford, Movie Star” and ultimately “America’s Sweetheart.” To Pickford has been awarded the title “first movie star,” and the period she represents—approximately 1913 to 1919—parallels the birth of the star system, the industry’s definition of star types, and the business’s understanding that it was the movie star who would sell its products. During these years, the business learned that audiences responded to actors on film as if they were the characters they were playing, and that what moviegoers saw was a strange amalgam of the real person, the character he played, and the interaction between the two. Stardom was a two-way street, reflecting performance as well as physical and emotional reality. Studios studied this phenomenon and sought ways to facilitate it through casting, writing, and acting.

By 1927, when sound emerged and drove moviemaking indoors into what is called “the factory system,” the filmmaking business fully realized that movie stars were commodities, and as such, could be manufactured. At the very least, a process—a star machine—could be developed to find potential stars, polish, shape, sell, and sustain them. Why leave the creation of stars to chance? If an audience could find Mary Pickford and turn her into a star, why couldn’t moviemakers shorten the discovery process, increase the numbers of stars they had to sell, and shape the audience’s thinking by clever casting and salesmanship? It was a logical conclusion that good businessmen would inevitably reach.

By 1930, the star machine was in operation, and its final evolution coincided perfectly with the transition to sound, which required a new type of star: one who could talk and for whom sound would shade type, reduce the ethereal distance of stardom, and increase the naturalism. Movie factories took charge of the star-making process, speeded it up, and ultimately reduced the phenomenon to its essence: even dogs and kids could be stars, if handled correctly. This formalizing of the star phenomenon marks a breaking point between silent stars and those formed by the machine system of the sound era. Great stars from the early years of silent film hadn’t been formed by this machine. They were hired by the business for their talent, or their beauty, or their skills (roping, riding), and cast accordingly. When the public responded to them with enthusiasm, they were elevated to the top and became the gods and goddesses of the silent screen. The greatest of those who continued to star after the transition to sound are not machine-made products: Garbo, Chaplin, Gloria Swanson, Janet Gaynor, Norma Shearer. Garbo, Gaynor, and Shearer remained on top as stars of the sound era. Some silent film performers on the brink of stardom moved forward and into the machine process (Joan Crawford, Loretta Young), and some entirely new personalities were located and groomed by the new system in its early, formalized stages (Clark Gable, James Cagney, Bette Davis). From 1930 onward, regardless of experience, actors and actresses understood that being employed in the movies meant being subjected to the star-making machine to some degree for some period. No star escaped it.

The star machine was the daily routine inside a studio. Knowing how much their business depended on movie stars, and knowing how much young actors and actresses (or waitresses and gas jockeys) wanted to become movie stars, the studios created a plan to locate suitable candidates, hire them, fix ’em up, and put ’em on the market. The studios never had any illusions. They knew they were shooting for the moon and at the mercy of a fickle public, temperamental actors, shifting times, and countless other unpredictable factors. This never slowed them down. They manufactured the product they needed and manipulated their system shamelessly from case to case. They used it, abused it, treated it as religion, or kicked it down the stairs—whatever worked best, fastest, and to the highest degree of profit. For one star, they would follow the rules to the letter. For another they might throw everything to the wind. They rode the whirlwind, but in the most efficient way possible. “Organization is responsible for the success of motion pictures exactly as a machine is responsible for the successful running of a ship,” said Louis B. Mayer.

Hollywood knew how to oil its machine and steer its star ship.


* MGM said that, given one day’s notice, its wardrobe department could outfit one thousand extras in one hour. This efficiency didn’t just apply to actors. Need a vintage car? The research department would let you know exactly how it should look and help locate one for purchase or loan. If not, the foundry and the prop shop would build you one. Anything and everything could and would be obtained—cost-efficient, no excuses, no delays.

* Genres—the types of stories movies sold—were important, but movies were primarily sold through big-name movie stars.

† The word starlet was seldom used by professionals inside the studio. It is largely a latter-day construct, meant to be pejorative, although it was sometimes used by the press in the old days. It is not a meaningful term for this book.

‡ The star machine described here existed primarily after sound was established, and the powerful “in-house” movie studios formed—the era known as “the golden era of the studio system,” roughly 1930 to 1960. This system of manufacturing movie stars collapsed when the studios collapsed. During the early 1950s and until approximately 1960, the factories slowly disintegrated, pressured by legal decisions that forced them to divest themselves of their theatre chains and practices of block booking; by competition from foreign films; by labor problems and political problems such as HUAC (House Un-American Activities Committee); by the emergence of television; and by their either losing their stars, who defected to control their own careers, or by themselves dropping them because of economic pressures. See the bibliography for suggested readings on this topic and on the history of movie stardom from its silent days forward to the studio system era.

* At the end of the 1940s, MGM called its acting payroll together on a soundstage for the annual studio photograph. Only fifty-eight actors and actresses sat for the picture. These were Metro’s “elite.” The photo includes not only the people we think of as stars, but also important character actors and supporting players. The photo shows stars like Katharine Hepburn, Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly, Judy Garland, Frank Sinatra, and Spencer Tracy, supporting players like Betty Garrett, and character actors like Jules Munshin and Edmund Gwenn. (We also see Lassie. Yes, folks. A star. With his own star dog dish.) These fifty-eight performers were what the top-ranked studio felt it could afford to keep under contract, available for the fifty-two movies they’d make that year.






THE STAR MACHINE PROCESS
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Eleanor Powell, after MGM had made her over.


Why Can’t I Be a Movie Star?

It is difficult to see how a substantial segment of the American population can avoid hoping, however feebly, to be among the blessed whom the magic hand of Hollywood plucks from obscurity. Let us take an imaginary Fanny Jones in any town in the United States. Her talents may be dismal, her features ordinary, her intelligence uninspired. Yet how plausible it is for her to muse, “It might happen to me.” And why not? Is Fanny Jones freckled? She knows how easily make-up experts hide the freckles of Joan Crawford or Myrna Loy. Is Fanny Jones astigmatic? She knows that Norma Shearer has a squint. Does Fanny Jones lisp? She has read all about how words beginning with “r” are cut out of Kay Francis’ scripts. Is Fanny Jones short? They can photograph her on a box. Is she fat? They’ll put her on a diet. Is she thin? They’ll fatten her up. Can Fanny Jones act? Well! Can Hedy Lamarr? They’ll teach her. What fatal blemishes can the Fanny Joneses (or the John Joneses) actually admit that will bar them from the new Valhalla? They know that wizards will coach them, dress them, raise their eyebrows, straighten their teeth, lift their bust lines, lower their coiffures. Brilliant directors, writers and producers will dedicate themselves solely to the exploitation of their hidden talents.

The point is that these things do happen.

—Leo C. Rosten, Hollywood: The Movie Colony, the Movie Makers



It all began with finding the raw material.

In Springfield, Massachusetts, on November 21, 1912, a baby girl named Eleanor Torrey Powell was born. No rockets were launched. Her mom was a housewife, and her dad worked in a hardware store. Scandalmongers later said that little Eleanor’s dad had contracted a “social disease” during his wife’s pregnancy, and the baby was born prematurely, without fingernails, toenails, or eyebrows. Whether that’s true or not hardly matters. What is true is that Dad bunked off when Eleanor was barely two years old. She was told Daddy had “gone to heaven,” so it was quite a shock later when he turned up in 1935 with his new wife on his arm during Eleanor’s tour in a show called At Home Abroad. (Her mother had lied to her to protect her from “the scandal of divorce.”)

As a single mother with a daughter to raise, Mrs. Powell had a hard time of it and did whatever it took to earn a respectable living. She boxed bullets at a Smith & Wesson gun factory, worked in a bank, cleaned houses and hotels, and waited tables. Worried about finding friends and social circles for her shy, overly tall, and gawky little girl, Mrs. Powell decided when Eleanor was six years old to enroll her in a local dance school. The fee—one dollar per hour—would prove to be well spent.

Eleanor liked the school. She studied ballet and acrobatic dancing, gaining a focus for her loneliness and shyness and some much-needed self-confidence. She was twelve years old when she was hired by impresario Gus Edwards to dance in his summer show at the Ambassador Hotel in Atlantic City. Twice a week, for a salary of seven dollars per night, Eleanor Powell, wearing burnt-orange velvet pajamas sewn by her grandmother, did an acrobatic ballet routine to the music of “The Japanese Sandman.” (It had been her dance school recital number.) Audiences loved her, and she loved them. She was invited back the following summer, and by the end of the year began dancing in a nightclub called the Silver Slipper. She was just a kid, barely using makeup onstage, but by the age of fourteen she was earning $75 a week and was the official breadwinner of her family. Her mother was by her side all the way, and they both already understood that dancing was going to be their ticket to a better life. And Eleanor Powell had not yet started to tap.

Urged by all who saw her dance to go to New York, Powell left school (with her mother’s approval) and headed for the city. Once there, she moved from venue to venue. She danced at Ben Bernie’s Supper Club, in vaudeville, and at private parties. She also went to every Broadway audition listed and was often asked about the current dance craze: Could she tap? Privately, the Powells felt tapping was unworthy of Eleanor’s background in ballet and feared something so seemingly faddish was a waste of time and money. They did it anyway. Eleanor Powell signed up at the Jack Donahue Dance School for ten tap dancing lessons ($35), and these would be her only formal tap training. The Donahue technique included fastening sandbags around Powell’s waist to keep her feet as close to the ground as possible, thus forcing her to tap loud and hard. She was tall and strong, and she came at it with a vengeance, learning quickly. No less an authority than Fred Astaire would later say of her, “She put ’em down like a man. No ricky-ticky sissy stuff with Ellie. She really knocked out a tap dance in a class by herself.”

Just two months after her seventeenth birthday, on January 9, 1929, Powell, using a tap number for her audition, landed her first real Broadway show, Follow Thru, in which she performed a specialty number in the second act. When Follow Thru closed the following year, she continued making a solid living dancing for hire in different venues, until she went back to Broadway in Fine and Dandy, in September 1930. After that show closed, she did what was by now a safe routine for her: She went back to the clubs and parties until she could find a new show. During 1930–1932, she was steadily employed, and the Dance Masters of America voted her “the World’s Greatest Feminine Tap Dancer.” She next signed for George White’s Music Hall Varieties. By November 1932, when she was twenty years old, she was a true professional with a solid reputation as a hard worker, a top-notch tapper, and a girl who kept her mother close by her side.

George White liked Eleanor Powell’s talent and style. He had been producing a series of Broadway musicals known as George White’s Scandals since 1919, and he had signed with Fox Studios in Hollywood to make two movie versions of these shows: George White’s Scandals of 1934 and George White’s Scandals of 1935. White signed Eleanor Powell for the latter, and she agreed to appear with the understanding—at least in her mind—that this was like all of her working life: a single gig. She expected to return to Broadway when it was over, and in fact, that was what she wanted to do. Her security, she felt, lay in her solidly established patterns of continuous work from supper club to nightclub to vaudeville to party to Broadway show, et cetera.

A weak movie with an old-fashioned plot, George White’s Scandals of 1935 starred Alice Faye and James Dunn. Various vaudeville turns by such popular performers as Cliff Edwards and Benny Rubin are intercut into the plot, and one of the turns features young Eleanor Powell. Although she is given a few lines to say after her dance, and she’s invited onto the dance floor by Dunn, who is later seen “romancing” her as they clink champagne glasses on a nightclub date, that’s all there is to it. It’s the dance that counts. Powell’s feature solo number repeats her George White’s Music Hall Varieties specialty, a fabulous tap routine for which she wore spangled tights, a backless white shirt, and black bow tie. Except for a cutaway or two, the camera stays with Powell as she spins, she turns, she kicks, and she knocks out an eye-popping back-stepping moon walk, rapidly tapping with all the ease and confidence in the world.

Before Powell could pack and return east, MGM noticed her. Fox Studios and 20th Century had just merged into 20th Century–Fox, and the new studio undertook a reduction of its combined talent, circulating sample footage of signed players for other studios to consider for purchase. That’s how MGM’s staff, including Louis B. Mayer, saw Powell’s number in the excerpts from George White’s Scandals.

Already known for its musicals, MGM was on the lookout for song and dance talent, and Eleanor Powell certainly had the latter. The studio was in the planning stages for a movie to shoot in 1935, Broadway Melody of 1936 (“so new it’s a year ahead!”). It was going to showcase several young musical talents—singer Frances Langford, dance team Buddy and Vilma Ebsen, the lovely June Knight, and in a role that would secure his stardom, handsome Robert Taylor, who actually uncorks an acceptable baritone to sing “I’ve Got a Feeling You’re Fooling.” There are several different accounts of how Powell got cast in the leading female role. (This is usually the case with movie stars, about whom all false information is, in some fundamental way, true.) It isn’t clear who brought her to Mayer’s attention (perhaps Arthur Freed, perhaps Sid Silvers) or what the exact plan for her was. Powell biographer Margie Shultz believes that Mayer at first intended for Powell to do only one specialty number. According to Shultz, Powell, who was eager to return to New York and unhappy with the Hollywood atmosphere and her experience in Scandals, told Mayer no unless he paid her $1,000 per week (a very high salary for a newcomer) and created a role for her in the story. Mayer then offered Powell a secondary role (that later went to Una Merkel). Powell countered by raising her salary demand to $1,250 per week, and to her surprise, Mayer—perhaps following the paradoxical “if she doesn’t want me, then I want her” rule of show business—said yes. The money was too good to refuse, and Powell signed her first contract with MGM. It was a short-term contract for three weeks, but at the $1,250 salary she had demanded. When Powell reported for work, Mayer told her he wanted to test her for the lead. Again, there are various versions of the political shenanigans involved, but however it happened, Eleanor Powell stepped into the leading role,* and the final billing for the movie indicated that MGM had complete faith in her. First came the film’s title—Broadway Melody of 1936—then, on a level together, “Jack Benny” to the left and “Eleanor Powell” to the right, and, centered underneath them, “Robert Taylor.” Powell was thus billed under the title alongside Benny and over Taylor.

[image: ]

Eleanor Powell’s first dance in Broadway Melody of 1936 presented her in a solo that turned into a trio with co-stars Vilma and Buddy Ebsen.

The proposed shooting schedule of three weeks stretched to three months, as MGM decided to give Broadway Melody of 1936 top-notch treatment. They smelled a hit, and they weren’t wrong. The finished film would garner three Academy Award nominations, including Best Picture, Best Original Story, and Best Dance Direction.* It was named one of Film Daily’s Best Films of the Year, and became one of the top-grossing movies of the 1935–1936 season—and this was a movie that features a vaudeville performer named Robert Wildhack, whose specialty was performing various examples of human snoring (e.g., “acute resuscitation, or the self-awakening variety”).

Eleanor Powell had moved herself onto the lot of the top-ranked musical-making studio in Hollywood when a talented tap dancer was considered an asset. The workings of the Hollywood star machine entered Powell’s life, and she was never the same again.

What happened to Eleanor Powell at MGM was what happened to all the young hopeful actors and actresses who came there, whether they could dance or not. The MGM experts coolly assessed her. She was very tall by the star standards of the day, a full five foot six. She was a bit gawky and certainly no actress. Powell had looked okay in Scandals, but just okay. She had no inherent glamour. She was not a beautiful girl, and she was never going to be, but she was pretty, really pretty. She could be cast only in musicals, and she couldn’t sing. On the other hand, MGM bosses knew they could make her over, give her all the pizzazz she needed, and they could dub her vocals.† She would never be any real financial risk for two reasons: They had signed her for only one film, and she could dance.

Furthermore, she was already an experienced professional and could be counted on to comply with the demands of the business. She had poise and self-confidence. And when she danced she lit up like a Christmas tree and sizzled, flashing a natural megawatt smile. Knowing they would get their money out of her, MGM moved Powell forward, took a hard look at her, and decided to put her into their star machine.

Powell wore her brown hair short, in a Dutch bob with bangs. The straight and casual style looked stringy and severe on film, and it flopped around when she danced. A special shampoo was prescribed to give it more body. She was ordered to grow it longer, to shoulder length, and hair extensions stood in when necessary. She was given
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