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To the memory of Judy Garland,

who, in her movies, continues to bring joy

into the lives of people throughout the planet.
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Frances “Babe” Gumm was transformed into Judy Garland: a rare performer gifted in singing, dancing, and acting. Because she excelled in all three of these areas, she is what is known as a “triple threat.”



She stood only 4’11” and weighed under 100 pounds. She mastered every artistic medium in her lifetime, including film, radio, television, live concerts, and commercial studio recordings. Whatever the venue in which she performed, one had the feeling that Judy was singing directly and personally to you. When she sang at parties, she could stand up and sing “Happy Birthday,” and the final note would leave the guests so moved that they would be weeping. She had unbounded energy, charisma, and a golden voice. Her name was Frances Ethel Gumm, and, while still a child, she took the stage name of Judy Garland.

Garland had an extraordinary intellect. To pass the time on movie sets, the crew would devise a list of 100 nouns, and she would read through the list, then be quizzed on the words. She could effortlessly repeat the list forward or backward, in or out of sequence. But this was an artist who worked not from the head, but from the heart. From the emotional depths of her life experience, she sang and spoke with a natural quality unmatched by performers of her era.

From infancy, Frances “Babe” Gumm was trained in the external, declamatory, and broad style of vaudeville. Her mother Ethel, a veteran vaudevillian from the Midwest, had choreographed routines with her daughters in which Babe was hidden behind the two older girls. The audience heard what appeared to be a mature woman’s voice coming from behind her sisters, Suzanne and Jimmie Gumm. Then, tiny Babe would emerge from behind, and the audience gasped when they perceived that the stentorian voice belonged to a child.

By the time she had reached her teens, Babe Gumm was transitioning into Judy Garland. She was now performing like a Method actress without any formal training in the theory of Stanislavski. Judy Garland learned her craft through on-the-job training and practice in the film factory of MGM. She acquired basic skills along with her fellow actor, lifelong friend, and one of the great stars of the 1930s, Mickey Rooney. And she profited from the masterful direction of Vincente Minnelli, a craftsman with a great sense of aesthetics and painstaking detail in film composition. Although she detested him, Garland also benefitted in the area of dance and movement from one of the great director-choreographers of the 1930s, Busby Berkeley. And her personal music and vocal tutor at MGM, Roger Edens, was responsible for conditioning Judy’s voice into a dynamic instrument. These artists all helped to hone the skills of Garland, but she discovered her own path in expressing her creative genius.

Babe Gumm’s childhood was filled with music at home with parents who had the experience of live performance in their blood and, later, the professionals at MGM shaped the skill set of the young performer. The result was the development of the “triple threat” performing skills of Judy Garland—acting, singing, and dancing. From 1936 through 1963, Judy Garland acted in thirty-three major films. The viewing of this extraordinary corpus is an exhilarating journey into the multiple talents and creative expression of one of the greatest performing artists in the twentieth century and indeed in American history.


Pigskin Parade (1936)
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The genesis of America’s sweetheart: Judy Garland in Pigskin Parade.



At the heart of the studio system of American motion pictures, the 1930s were filled with entertaining films like Pigskin Parade. This was the height of the Great Depression, and weary Americans wanted escapism in the form of film musicals with an optimistic message. Judy Garland was on loan from MGM to 20th Century Fox for this film. But after she dazzled with her screen presence and singing, it was clear to the top brass at MGM that the teenager under contract was a rising star who needed to be cast in its own films—not those of the rival studios. Thanks to Judy Garland, this nutty football musical comedy scores a winning touchdown!

The goal of Pigskin Parade was to create a “football musical,” and what more enthusiastic supporters could one find than the fans in the state of Texas … even in the 1930s! The story focuses on the recruitment of a farm boy (Amos Dodd played by Stuart Erwin) with a rifle arm as the quarterback of Texas State University to take his team to the Yale bowl. The film’s climax is the bowl game played in a blinding snowstorm at New Haven.

The raw footage drawn from collegiate games of the period helps to make the football scenes credible. The musical numbers are cleverly inserted throughout the film, including, of course, as a halftime show. Judy Garland as the quarterback’s younger sister, Sairy Dodd, helps the film to pick up steam with her magical voice. Filmed in the cavernous Los Angeles Coliseum, it was said that Judy’s voice resounded all the way to Figueroa Street when she sang “It’s Love I’m After.” Dressed in a cowgirl’s outfit, Garland emerges from the marching band and reaches a crescendo to the delight of the large crowd assembled for the championship game. In her first feature film, Garland gives the equivalent of a Super Bowl halftime presentation!

Jack Haley is cast as the bumbling and incompetent football coach, “Slug” Winters, and the famed actor seems to anticipate his future performance as the man without a heart as the Tin Woodman of The Wizard of Oz. The coach’s wife Bessie (played by Patsy Kelly) takes over the sideline play-calling after the coach is knocked unconscious from hitting his head on the top of the dugout.

Garland’s character Sairy was admitted to the college after the recruitment of her older brother, and her quest is to be given the opportunity to sing a song for the college. During the school’s dance, she delivers the equivalent of a touchdown in her rendition of “The Balboa.” In the non-musical scenes, Garland’s character Sairy spoke in a heavy accent with her first spoken line, “Y’all stop for melon?” which she posed to the school’s football recruiters. But now at college and headlining at the dance, she speaks perfect standard English! Until this moment, young Judy Garland appeared to be struggling with defining a character for Sairy Dodd. But in the radiant moment of the “The Balboa,” she comes to life with the naturalistic presentation that will define her film career. In the delivery of “The Balboa,” young Garland’s presence is apparent in her eyes and gestures. She is thoroughly engaged in the song and in the objective of electrifying the dance hall. The dynamism of her singing and the mature, full-throated voice are on display in “The Balboa.”

Sairy becomes obsessive in her quest to sing at any given moment. As the team is departing Texas for the big game back East, Garland strings out her vowels, grasping for a Southern accent to the best of her ability: “I cayn sing! Yuh wanna hear me?” Sairy is permitted to sing at the train station for the Texas crowd that is giving the team a big send-off. Garland’s rendition of “The Texas Tornado” is the culmination of the rally. In Pigskin Parade, Garland’s songs are all in front of a stationary microphone without the opportunity to complement her singing with movement. But the gestures and energy of the young performer come across nonetheless. While singing “The Texas Tornado,” it is clear that the real tornado is not from the plains of Texas or the boys on the gridiron. The firestorm is being generated by young Judy Garland.

One eyebrow-raising plot strand in Pigskin Parade is the manner in which the farm boy, Amos Dodd, was admitted to the college in order to play on the football team. A young anarchist student is arrested, and Amos falsely assumes the identity of the student who is in jail. In the collegiate football world today, the school would have suffered significant penalties for its methods of recruitment and surely would have had to relinquish its bowl trophy.

Overall, Pigskin Parade is a trifle, but worth seeing for Garland and the football action. The cast was far too old to appear believable as college students. On the dance floor, it is clear that the hoofers are not college kids, but MGM’s finest contract dancers! But in this lively film, there is nonstop “raw! raw!” energy. In a subtle way, the enthusiasm evoked from the crowd scenes serves as a metaphor for the resilient spirit of Americans in the grip of one of the nation’s greatest periods of economic hardship. Sadly, one of the recorded songs, “Hold That Bulldog,” was cut from the final version of the film. Still, the accolades were delivered instantly to Judy Garland for her performance. With Pigskin Parade, she was on her way to becoming America’s sweetheart.


Broadway Melody of 1938 (1937)
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Dancing up a storm with Buddy Ebsen in Broadway Melody of 1938.



The remarkable 1930s talent pool in singing and dancing is on display in Broadway Melody of 1938. The film brings together the gifted performers Eleanor Powell, George Murphy, Buddy Ebsen, and the young Judy Garland. Sophie Tucker adds her legendary status to a star-studded cast. In this film, MGM’s forte for lavish entertainment is on display in the formula of popular musical comedies.

The conceit of MGM’s Broadway Melody film series is for one character to have an inspired idea that is typically phrased, “Let’s put on a show!” In this film, that character is Sally Lee, as performed dynamically by Eleanor Powell. There is a conflict in raising the funds for the show, which is worked out when Sally’s prize racehorse will compete at Saratoga in an attempt to bankroll the Broadway production that will make her a star.

This black-and-white gala extravaganza is especially memorable for the spectacular dancing of Eleanor Powell. Powell preferred the stage medium over film, and the producers of this film added bleachers out of view of the camera, which were filled with workers at the studio to watch Powell in action during the film shoot. For one of the scenes, Greta Garbo was present in the stands, providing extra incentive for Powell to shine.

An assortment of character actors complement the stars with some memorable moments. Robert Benchley, one of the great comedians of the era, gives a cameo
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