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Dedication

To the memory of
Deanna Durbin David
and for her children
Jessica and Peter
and the legion of faithful fans through the years.
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INTRODUCTION

(Begun September 2007, revised Jan 2019)

I imagine in many male psyches there develop fantasies about certain movie actresses contingent on a silver screen portrayal in the darkened theaters of their youth. Even if I am wrong about others, I experienced this with my first silver screen “crush” in 1952 when I saw Jane Wyman in The Story of Will Rogers. Later this faux intimacy deepened when I viewed a full-page photograph in a movie magazine of Wyman in a dance pose with a light blue gauze-like dress that excited my naive adolescent id (viewing the photograph, at a later age, I realized its provocative nature). However, by the time she had her own TV show, Jane Wyman Presents the Fireside Theater (1955) I was no longer infatuated!

This feeling would not emerge again until 1965 on viewing The Sound of Music. This time the object of my amour was lively Julie Andrews. She was the talk of the movie world; her photograph on covers of all the major magazines. However, this was a short-lived flirtation as her next movie, Torn Curtain (1966), nixed the wide-eyed innocence that attracted me!

As I look over these words I just typed I am cognizant my ideal “silver screen” girl was a beauty whose movie roles conveyed innocence.

During the late 30s to mid-40s another girl sang and acted her way into America’s heart, but I wouldn’t discover her for many years. When I did, I almost immediately crowned her my newest silver screen sweetheart. While watching a video from Universal Studios Archives in 2003 there she was, inviting viewers to purchase and experience what made her the highest paid and most popular star of her era, and then “poof” she was gone.

The name “Deanna Durbin” did not conjure up memories, but I was intrigued! I ordered the Deanna Durbin Sweetheart Pack (a two-disc six movie DVD). After viewing all six selections I was totally captivated – here was beauty and innocence! I soon discovered this aspiration of my idée fixe’s last movie had been released in 1948. Her contract with Universal-International was not renewed in 1949 and at 28 she had given up Hollywood/acting/singing and moved to France, living in the environs of Paris since 1951, and now was 86 years of age! (I wrote these words in 2007). Deanna Durbin died April 17, 2013 at 91 years of age – “poof” she was gone forever!

I continued to collect her videos and searched for biographical information. The biographical information I found was conflicting and most of it copies or paganization of someone else’s information. I did manage to locate all 21 of her movies on DVD or VHS (22 if you count the 1936 short Every Sunday with Judy Garland) over a three-year period. Included with one video order was an internet print-out of a short bio sketch which included an address for Mrs. Deanna Durbin David. I wrote a letter on the off-chance it was a current address. I was surprised with a personalized signed photograph from her!

This led to my decision to create a Deanna Durbin Scrap-book. Why a scrapbook? During the 20s - and through the 50s - scrapbooks were an extremely popular means of collecting information and pictures of your favorite celebrity. There were vast amounts of movie/radio magazines with pictures and articles as well as newspaper clippings to sate the appetite of an aficionado. However, most of the information was publicist-generated and not very reliable. So, I started gathering information about Deanna Durbin’s life which, I hoped, would present insight into the life and times of an extraordinary film star as well as providing a springboard for a more academic study. Unfortunately, the number of photographs were unwieldy and locating and giving credit to the various photographers leaves my scrapbook with limited photographs, but nevertheless I hope it will please Deanna Durbin fans – and hopefully introduce her to new fans.

If you are looking for Hollywood sensationalism this book is not for you, but if you want a glimpse at the brightest and best Hollywood had to offer in the late 30s into the late 40s – read on!

Completed June 16, 2019

The Solemnity of the Most Holy Trinity Father’s Day


MOTION PICTURES

The first attempts at motion pictures date back to the Upper Paleolithic era, some 40,000 years ago when cave wall painters depicted animals with legs positioned in a creative fashion to give the appearance of movement. However, it was not until the early 19th century that the scientific concept of persistence of vision gave definition to the illusion of movement from a static depiction. Viewing a sequence of individual still pictures with slight variations of positions would give the illusion of motion due to the eye retaining the preceding visual image for a fraction of a second. This concept was first developed by French inventor Emile Reynaud, who patented an animation device in 1877, which was performed publicly in 1892, demonstrating projected images using reflectors and lens which gave viewers 15 minutes of “motion pictures.”

In 1887, photographer Eadweard Muybridge arranged a series of twelve cameras on a California racetrack so the movement of a running horse would break a thread releasing the shutter at each camera site as the horse passed. The objective of this exercise was to settle a bet for railroad tycoon Leland Stanford, to prove that at times all four feet of a galloping horse were off the ground. This experiment set into motion a lecturing tour by Muybridge demonstrating his photographs on a moving image device. Muybridge’s visit to Thomas Edison’s laboratory in 1888 rejuvenated the famed inventor Edison’s determination to invent a motion picture camera, something he had been toying with for years. In the late 1880s a host of similar motion picture cameras were also being “invented” in other parts of the world. In 1891 the Edison Company would introduce the Kinetoscope and in 1896 an improved model called the Vitascope projector, which is considered the first commercially successful movie projector in the United States.

CARL LAEMMLE

Into this dazzling era of motion picture history stepped Carl Laemmle, born in Germany on January 17, 1867. Carl immigrated to New York, but later moved to Chicago to join his brother. He began an eleven-year bookkeeping job with the Chicago-based Continental Clothing Company’s branch in Oshkosh, Wisconsin where he would demonstrate a flare for promoting and advertising. He married Recha Stern, the store owner’s niece and met Robert H. Cochrane, an employee of a Chicago advertising agency and a former journalist. Laemmle would also learn to speak English. This is when events in Laemmle’s life moved into the realm of folk legend: He journeyed to the home office to persuade his employer to increase his salary which only resulted in finding himself without a job! On advice from Cochrane, Carl decided to stay in Chicago and use his savings to open his own chain of dry goods stores. One day, as he was scoping a possible real estate site his attention was drawn to a nickelodeon. He was impressed with the large number of people waiting in line to spend hard-earned money to experience “pictures that moved!” In short order Carl learned that with a modest investment he could realize a tidy profit. In 1906 he opened The White Front Theater and he engaged Cochrane as his advertising manager. Two months later he opened a second theater, The Family Theater, and in the same year he created Laemmle Film Service with Cochrane as his business associate. Meanwhile, Thomas Edison, after spending years in court fighting for the ownership of certain motion picture patents, finally got a favorable ruling. This decision led to the formation of Motion Picture Patents Company; a trust comprised of various companies determined to eliminate all other competitors. This rankled Laemmle, but when he balked, he found he no longer had any films to rent for his theaters. He then decided he would make his own films! Moving to New York in 1909 he rented a studio and created Independent Motion Picture Company (known in the business as IMP) and produced his first movie, a one-reel version of Longfellow’s Hiawatha.

UNIVERSAL STUDIOS

After constant struggles with the “Trust”, Laemmle was vindicated when on June 8, 1912, the U. S. Government filed a petition against the Trust forcing all companies generated by the Trust to be dissolved. It was a new day for Laemmle! He now had offices in New York, two on the west coast and a new company – Universal Film Manufacturing Company, simply referred to as Universal. In 1914, Carl acquired a 230-acre ranch in Los Angeles and a year later Universal City was opened to thousands of spectators taking daily tours of the facilities until the advent of sound movies.

“The only people who don’t like Deanna Durbin, it seems to me, are people who’ve never seen her movies.”

- Remembering Deanna Durbin

By Leonard Maltin

May 2, 2013 (IndieWire website)


EDNA MAE DURBIN

The world of the mid-1880s through the roaring 1920s was experiencing dynamic technological changes at a breathtaking rate. The invention of the incandescent light bulb, early development of television, photographic records, first successful air flight, gasoline automotive, telephones, first commercial radio broadcast, movies, etc. Edna Mae Durbin was introduced into this changing world on December 4, 1921 in Winnipeg, Manitoba (Canada) to Ada (nee Read b December 8, 1884 – d June 10, 1972) and James Durbin (b October 2, 1884 – d May 1, 1976), formerly of Lancashire, England. Edna was welcomed by her nine-year-old sister, Edith, who had been born in England in 1912. A year after Edan’s birth the family made the long trek: 1,210 miles to the warmer climate of Los Angeles, California for James Durbin’s health. Edna was blessed with good looks and the ability to sing songs with a clarity of tone advanced for her age. Recognizing Edna’s precocious talent, her older sister, Edith, now a school teacher, took 10-year old Edna for formal singing lessons at the Ralph Thomas Academy. The story goes that Edith was so insistent she paid a share of the cost for Edna’s voice lessons. From all indications Edna grew up a normal child, attending public school and doing what an average young girl did in that time period.

Edna was discovered in 1935 by Hollywood theatrical manager/agent, Robert Sherrill. Sherrill was aware Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (M.G.M.) was looking for a child singer/actress to portray Madame Schumann-Heink, in her youth, in a forthcoming biographical
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