Study Sheet  for Eileen Whitfield, "Pickford"
Prologue

What was the art of acting in silent films?

1. For Charlotte's Sake

Born Gladys Smith, 1892.

The tradition of female strength ("women warriors") in Mary's family.

Family dynamics: Gladys' relationship with her father.  Her relationship with her mother.

2. Evangeline

The beginning of Gladys' career on the stage as a child actress.  Gladys as a focused, canny child (29).

The acting style in the theater melodramas at the turn of the century (31-32).  Components of the melodrama genre.  Its later influence?
What happens to the money the children earn?  What is Charlotte like (did she drink too much)?
3. There Must Be More Money

The lifestyle of touring (child) actors – penury, instability, etc.

What was Gladys' "siege of Broadway"?  Was she persistent?  Who was David Belasco and what was his style of producing plays?  How did he rename Gladys?
The importance of "Warrens of Virginia'?  What was lacking to the Smith family?

4. In the Dark Studio

What were nickelodeons like ("Movie tickets were sold from a roll…")?
Early history of film: Edison wants to show clips to one person at a time; Lumière and Dickson break off (the latter founds "Biograph") to project on a screen.  The function of Méliès and Porter.

The achievement of D.W.Griffith (70-73).

What goes on in the "Biograph brownstone". Pickford's stormy relationship with Griffith.
5. The Biograph Girl, 1909-1912
Her career under Griffith at Biograph.

The difference in the acting styles of Sarah Bernhardt and Eleonora Duse?  Florence Lawrence as the first film star (why were producers skeptical?).
What Mary brought to film acting under Griffith's direction.  "Natural" acting, "the light within".  "Naïve, comic adolescence." (93)  Where did she disagree with Griffith? What was "St. Vitus' Dance"?
1908 – Fort Lee, New Jersey as the "filmmaking capital of the world"!  Then Biograph moves to Los Angeles in 1910 (Why?  What did the "Trust" have to do with it?).
Mary marries actor Owen Moore (What was he like?).  She works a while for Uncle Carl Laemmle (IMP).  Charlotte's and Mary's business acumen.

6. The Gutter Angel, 1912-16.

Mary returns to motion pictures and to Biograph; and then signs (for $500 per week) with rising
mogul Adolph Zukor (such a "dear" little man).
Mary's roles in this period as "pugnacious, street-smart, humorous and hungry" and rewarded for her virtue; "the art of poignant comedy".
The cult of the movie star – the carefully groomed public image (no alcohol, no cigarettes); the focus on the luxuriant hair, the fan magazines, the fan correspondence.  Mary is idolized almost as a religious subject.  
Charlotte and Mary know how to drive a hard bargain.

Charlie Chaplin and Mary are the biggest stars of the movies – 1916.  They are locked in a kind of rivalry as to who gets the biggest salary and the most control over their films.

By 1916 Mary is not only getting huge sums of money for her films (which she squirrels away for the future), but she is also her own producer and has much creative control.

7. The Little American, 1916-18

American movie business comes of age – formation of Paramount Studio under Zukor and Lasky.
Mary's partnership with screenwriter Frances Marion – instead of a budding adolescent, Mary now plays children (she is 24 in 1916! Thank heavens for the large furniture!).  Works well with Maurice Tourneur with whom she improvises slapstick comedy, but is too head-strong for Cecil DeMille.
Douglas Fairbanks as new kind of star – adventure, athleticism, freedom, spontaneity.  Weary of the insulting Moore, Mary falls for him, as does he for her (he is also married).
Mary hits her stride with three 1917 Neilan/Frances Marion masterpieces – 'Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm', ' The Little Princess', and 'Stella Maris'. 

Mary and Fairbanks become lovers (Douglas' wife Beth is clueless).  Chaplin and Mary don't particularly get along, but they bury their resentment for Douglas' sake!

Hollywood rallies to the war cause (World War I 1917-18), making anti-German films, doing volunteer work, and touring the country indefatigably for Liberty Loans (even pacifist-leaning Chaplin joins Pickford and Fairbanks).  By her touring Mary raised to apotheosis by the public!
8. Olympus, 1918-1920

The saga of Mary's and Douglas Fairbanks' divorces and eventual marriage in 1920.  Why did Mary have such hesitations about marrying Fairbanks?  How did Mary's public react?  What was the reception given to the "royal pair" on their trip to London and France in 1920?

Was this the beginning of the "culture of celebrity"?

Mary's troubles with distribution agreements.  She wants money and independence.  After trying First National, she, Fairbanks, Chaplin, and Griffith form United Artists in 1919 – the four would produce their films independently and then distribute them through UA (but UA would always suffer from "lack of product" – especially Chaplin had producer's block!).

9. The Empire Builders, 1920-1927
'DouglasandMary' set up house at Pickfair (they never spent a night apart in their first eight years of marriage?), where they reign over Hollywood throughout the 1920s.  They are America's royal celebrities.  Life at Pickfair is filled with guests, happy, laughing, constantly in motion (no one is allowed to be bored), and enlivened by Doug's practical jokes.
The nether side of the relationship – Doug's mindlessness and obsessive jealousy.

Bad (pitiful) behavior of siblings Lottie and Jack.  But Mary plays the role of Queen Victoria asserting the respectability of film in the age of scandal (Fatty Arbuckle, Clara Bow's flapper girl, etc.).  No, or little, drinking; to bed early.  Gloria Swanson escapes from Pickfair to have a good time in a local nightclub.
UA continues to suffer from lack of product.  The strong-willed Mary meets her match in Ernst Lubitsch (in 'Rosita').  Mary does not let (most) directors dominate her films – she retains control – but Lubitsch insists.
UA adds the irascible Sam Goldwyn and immortal Joseph Schenck to their stable.  With addition of theater chain UA is well established and financially stable by the end of the silent era.
Mary plays 12-year-old 'Little Annie Rooney' when the actress is 33!  She makes successful romantic comedy 'My Best Girl' (1927) with future husband Buddy Rogers.
10. Cutting Ties

………….

Mary resorts to alcohol, drinking heavily after noon.  Was it the death of Charlotte, her realization that her stardom was faded, her troubled relationship with Doug?  She drinks heavily until her death, although only infrequently is she drunk publicly.  The drinking helps make her old age passive, lonely and unproductive.
Doug goes into decline in the form of perpetual motion – the faded star syndrome?  He takes up up with Lady Sylvia Ashley, “born to wear gold lamé”.  Meanwhile, Mary is beginning to find consolation with Buddy Rogers.

They both were reluctant to part, but they felt there was no way to stop separation.  Why did her “marriage made in heaven” break up?

Hollywood studios have serious financial problems in early 30s.  UA always seems to be in crisis.  Mary’s movies have dwindled to almost nothing; and Chaplin is usually blocked.  The executives, especially Sam Goldwyn, fight too much among themselves.  Mary and Chaplin are increasingly hostile
Did Mary have a face job about this time?


11. What’s a Mary Pickford For?

Mary’s depression (302) – she has no confidence in her legacy.  Her career as a producer also turns sour.
Shirley Temple as a lens through which memories of Mary Pickford’s career are filtered.  Author’s obvious distaste for Temple’s films – “a Shirley Temple ‘Stella Maris’ is a terrifying concept”. (318)
Mary finally marries the loyal and conventional Buddy Rogers in 1937.  Doug and Mary are still friendly, and Mary even socializes with Lady Sylvia. 

Fairbanks dies 1939.  Mary is grief stricken.

Mary’s right-wing politics; sort of likes Hitler!  She muses that Jews were responsible themselves for what happened to them.  In the 50s she backs out of a film when she is criticized for working with “that Red” Stanley Kramer.  Chaplin is pursued relentlessly by right-wing enemies accusing him of being a Communist and a corrupter of young girls.
D.W. Griffith dies 1948.  Why does the experience of sound films virtually expunge the memory of silent ones?   Why, for example, do 50s audiences see silent film stars as “laughable, foolish, and as distant as the prehistoric age”. (337)
12. Letting Go
United Artists continues to have problems, some of which were due to Mary’s inattentiveness.  But by 1956 the two remaining partners, Mary and Chaplin, have sold their shares.

Chaplin continues to have USA problems: he decides not to return to the USA and to live in Europe; he sells his shares of UA in 1955.
Mary no success as a mother.  She seems too distracted.  Both Ronnie and Roxanne end up alienated from their mother and living lives on the margin of society.

Rogers dependable, easy-going, and enduring, although Mary seems to be living in the past, often calling him ‘Douglas’.

The success of Lillian (and Dorothy) Gish as older actresses in the sound era.  They weren’t as imprisoned by their little girl image as Mary.  The Gishes also were admired by high-brow film fans (and not usually Mary).

Mary still commits herself to support good causes: e.g., the memory of silent films, support of the elderly, etc.

Her old age was a shipwreck – lying in bed, drinking, refusing to see visitors, her legs withering away from disuse; she reminds us of Gloria Swanson in ‘Sunset Boulevard’ and Bette Davis in ‘Baby Jane’. 

She dies 1979

Epilogue

Mary does not leave much money to her children.  

Pickfair finally meets the wrecking ball in 1990.

Because Mary distanced herself from her silent films, she made no consistent effort to preserve them.  She flatly refused to hand over Rosita to the archives.  Many others disintegrated because of her dilatoriness.

Critical opinion has been generally negative to lukewarm.

“And there, as in a secret garden, lies the seminal career of Mary Pickford – a woman of unstoppable power and purpose, whose genius still floods the screen fierce and sweet.” (374)
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