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introduction

SHE WAS CALLED THE LAST OF THE GREAT HOLLYWOOD ICONS, but Elizabeth Taylor was also a defining member of that rarified class. For more than sixty years she fascinated the world by doing everything that her public did, only on a far grander scale. Everyone contends with sickness; she conquered so many near-death illnesses that she seemed indestructible. Most marry; Elizabeth wed eight times—once at Neverland, the fabled home of her good friend Michael Jackson. All women have their baubles; she had a king’s ransom in jewelry, including the sixty-nine carat Taylor-Burton Diamond. People volunteer and make charitable donations; she raised hundreds of millions of dollars for AIDS research, in the course of a lifetime of humanitarian work. With sultry raven hair and expressive violet eyes, she also possessed otherworldly beauty.

All of these elements of a life lived at large were glittering fodder for the press but never obscured the fact of Elizabeth’s extraordinary talent as a star of more than sixty films over the course of five decades. Greatest of all was her golden era, from the mid-1940s through the late ’60s, which was filled with certifiable classics. Elizabeth’s work in movies started her on the road to stardom and was a mainstay throughout all but the last decade of her life. In a transient business, her career lasted longer than most can ever hope, making it a uniquely fascinating study in cinematic history.

As with any person one watches grow up, we saw a definite evolution of Elizabeth both as an actress and a woman. It was all played out on the screen, from the fragility of her youth through the power of her later years. In her fifth movie, National Velvet, she became a child star. The ensuing years under contract to MGM saw her through an ingénue period capped by Father of the Bride, among a rapid succession of less memorable films in which the studio cast her. In the 1950s, critics and the general public were more awed by Elizabeth’s beauty than by her acting. She was a singular standout in the blonde bombshell era of Marilyn Monroe, Jayne Mansfield, and Brigitte Bardot.


Elizabeth’s work in movies started her on the road to stardom and was a mainstay throughout all but the last decade of her life.



[image: Elizabeth was just starting out when this photo was taken, and had much in store for her in the years to come. In 1992 she told Life magazine, “I’ve been lucky all my life. Everything was handed to me: looks, fame, wealth, honors, love. But I’ve paid for that luck with disasters. Terrible illnesses, destructive addiction, broken marriages.”]

[image: Elizabeth was just starting out when this photo was taken, and had much in store for her in the years to come. In 1992 she told Life magazine, “I’ve been lucky all my life. Everything was handed to me: looks, fame, wealth, honors, love. But I’ve paid for that luck with disasters. Terrible illnesses, destructive addiction, broken marriages.”]

Elizabeth was just starting out when this photo was taken, and had much in store for her in the years to come. In 1992 she told Life magazine, “I’ve been lucky all my life. Everything was handed to me: looks, fame, wealth, honors, love. But I’ve paid for that luck with disasters. Terrible illnesses, destructive addiction, broken marriages.”

A loan out to Paramount Pictures resulted in the first dramatic role in which she was taken seriously as an actress. There to make A Place in the Sun, she was inspired by her close friend and costar Montgomery Clift. Working with great actors always brought out the best in Elizabeth. Director George Stevens and costars Rock Hudson, James Dean, and Clift saw her through Giant and Raintree County, but the tragedy of her third husband Mike Todd’s death in a plane crash in 1958 taught her to infuse her performances with her own raw emotions. This came through beginning with her sizzling work in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. The fact that her role of Maggie (“the cat”) was a character created by gifted playwright Tennessee Williams also worked in her favor, as it did in her next film, Suddenly, Last Summer. Elizabeth’s performances in Raintree County and the two Williams-inspired movies earned well-deserved Academy Award nominations. She finally took home an Oscar for BUtterfield 8, though many—including Elizabeth—thought it was more out of sympathy for the fact that she had almost died of pneumonia at the start of filming Cleopatra.

Besides setting a precedent by clinching a $1 million salary for the movie, Cleopatra saw Elizabeth transition into the next phase of her life and career: the Richard Burton era. During this time they made many popular films together, she conquered every thespian’s greatest challenge of Shakespeare in The Taming of the Shrew, and gave what is arguably the best performance of her career in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, for which she won her second Oscar. Untethered from her studio contract and able to choose her own roles, Elizabeth proved herself a daring actress. She later said, “I think ever since I was released by my penal servitude [at MGM] and was on my own making my own deals, I really started having fun.”

Making her own choices in the ’60s and ’70s, Elizabeth played characters you either loved or hated. From a virago of a wife who sleeps with her husband’s lover (X, Y & Zee) to a deranged woman on a mission to find the perfect man to kill her (Identikit), each role was deemed by critics either the best she had in years or cinematic suicide. Her daring was sometimes to her own detriment, but if a fan was disappointed by one movie it would soon be followed by another they did love. Although she was still beautiful, she never relied on her looks and was never afraid of a challenge. She said in 1973, “I like parts that aren’t too easy for me, that aren’t too close to me, because then it’s acting, and you have to do more than read through it.” After 1980 Elizabeth primarily turned to television, for work she found more interesting than the parts feature films offered to an aging screen goddess.

Through the decades Elizabeth grew from sweet-faced child star into a force of nature on the screen who could go toe-to-toe with any actor and commanded the viewer’s attention. In her golden era, Elizabeth gave her fans a thrilling spectacle on the screen and brought to life a colorful array of characters. From tomboyish Velvet Brown to vain Amy March, blushing bride Kay Banks, love struck Angela Vickers, libidinous Gloria Wandrous, acid-tongued Martha, Maggie the cat, and Katharina the shrew, Elizabeth Taylor left the world a truly unique cinematic legacy. It serves as a brilliant and lasting record of what made her a celebrity in the first place. More luminous than other stars could ever hope to claim, the big screen was, undoubtedly, her place in the sun.


Elizabeth:

Her Life and Loves in Photos

Much of the private life of Elizabeth Taylor is discussed in succeeding texts, as events occurred within the timeline of her film work. Presented here is a collection of photos illuminating a selected overview of her offscreen world.
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[image: Beautiful little Elizabeth Rosemond Taylor was born on February 27, 1932, in Hampstead, England, the second child of American parents who worked in London. Father and mother were Francis Taylor, an art dealer, and Sara Warmbrodt, a former actress.]

Beautiful little Elizabeth Rosemond Taylor was born on February 27, 1932, in Hampstead, England, the second child of American parents who worked in London. Father and mother were Francis Taylor, an art dealer, and Sara Warmbrodt, a former actress.

[image: Elizabeth was signed to a long-term contract with MGM after her success in National Velvet in 1944. The honeymoon between her and studio head Louis B. Mayer (pictured here) ended quickly. She came to think of him as a tyrant and disliked the studio’s control over her career, particularly her choice of roles.]

Elizabeth was signed to a long-term contract with MGM after her success in National Velvet in 1944. The honeymoon between her and studio head Louis B. Mayer (pictured here) ended quickly. She came to think of him as a tyrant and disliked the studio’s control over her career, particularly her choice of roles.

[image: Sara Taylor and her two children, Howard and Elizabeth, at home in California, where they moved from England in the wake of World War II. Elizabeth was always very close with her family—and they called her “Elizabeth.” She said in 1961, “People who know me well call me Elizabeth. I dislike Liz. I guess it goes back to the days when my brother Howard called me Lizzie, or Lizzie the Cow, or Lizard.” Sara tried to push both Howard and Elizabeth into show business. Howard wanted no part of it, but early on it was apparent that her lovely daughter was ideal for big screen close-ups.]

Sara Taylor and her two children, Howard and Elizabeth, at home in California, where they moved from England in the wake of World War II. Elizabeth was always very close with her family—and they called her “Elizabeth.” She said in 1961, “People who know me well call me Elizabeth. I dislike Liz. I guess it goes back to the days when my brother Howard called me Lizzie, or Lizzie the Cow, or Lizard.” Sara tried to push both Howard and Elizabeth into show business. Howard wanted no part of it, but early on it was apparent that her lovely daughter was ideal for big screen close-ups.

[image: Elizabeth was a graduate of MGM schooling in 1950, about the same time she got her first great adult roles, in A Place in the Sun and Father of the Bride. Just eighteen years old, she also became engaged to hotel heir Nicky Hilton that year.]

Elizabeth was a graduate of MGM schooling in 1950, about the same time she got her first great adult roles, in A Place in the Sun and Father of the Bride. Just eighteen years old, she also became engaged to hotel heir Nicky Hilton that year.

[image: Her wedding to Hilton took place (with the help of police escort) at the Church of the Good Shepherd in Beverly Hills, May 6, 1950, amid a star-studded crowd of seven hundred. “Turn on the sirens. Let them know I’m coming!” she said on her way to the church.]

Her wedding to Hilton took place (with the help of police escort) at the Church of the Good Shepherd in Beverly Hills, May 6, 1950, amid a star-studded crowd of seven hundred. “Turn on the sirens. Let them know I’m coming!” she said on her way to the church.

[image: Elizabeth matured fast. Fourteen films into her storied career she made A Place in the Sun. She won rave reviews for her performance, and attended the premiere with her best friend, actor Roddy McDowall, whom she met while making her first movie at MGM.]

Elizabeth matured fast. Fourteen films into her storied career she made A Place in the Sun. She won rave reviews for her performance, and attended the premiere with her best friend, actor Roddy McDowall, whom she met while making her first movie at MGM.

[image: Elizabeth at her divorce proceedings from Hilton, following less than a year of marriage. She was devastated. Elizabeth was raised with the notion that when you loved someone you married, you didn’t have an affair. Her firm belief in this led to eight marriages and seven divorces, none of which she took lightly; “Every divorce is like a little death,” she said in 1996.]

Elizabeth at her divorce proceedings from Hilton, following less than a year of marriage. She was devastated. Elizabeth was raised with the notion that when you loved someone you married, you didn’t have an affair. Her firm belief in this led to eight marriages and seven divorces, none of which she took lightly; “Every divorce is like a little death,” she said in 1996.

[image: Elizabeth and British actor Michael Wilding were still engaged at the time this shot was taken in London. She met him during the making of Ivanhoe in England and they were wed on February 21, 1952.]

Elizabeth and British actor Michael Wilding were still engaged at the time this shot was taken in London. She met him during the making of Ivanhoe in England and they were wed on February 21, 1952.

[image: Elizabeth’s marriage to Wilding was short-lived, but it provided her with her two sons, Michael and Christopher. Of the marriage Elizabeth said, “[We] had a lovely, easy life, very simple, very quiet. Two babies were born. We had friends. We didn’t do much.”]

Elizabeth’s marriage to Wilding was short-lived, but it provided her with her two sons, Michael and Christopher. Of the marriage Elizabeth said, “[We] had a lovely, easy life, very simple, very quiet. Two babies were born. We had friends. We didn’t do much.”

[image: Film producer Mike Todd swept Elizabeth off her feet. They were married in Acapulco in 1957.]

Film producer Mike Todd swept Elizabeth off her feet. They were married in Acapulco in 1957.

[image: One legacy Todd left her was a start of her passion for jewelry. He regularly surprised her with expensive, gleaming gifts.]

One legacy Todd left her was a start of her passion for jewelry. He regularly surprised her with expensive, gleaming gifts.

[image: During her marriage to Todd, she was just starting to get roles in films that were important to her, such as Raintree County, and she blossomed under his larger-than-life personality. “I grew up for all America to see,” Elizabeth said, “and I ached to become a real woman.”]

During her marriage to Todd, she was just starting to get roles in films that were important to her, such as Raintree County, and she blossomed under his larger-than-life personality. “I grew up for all America to see,” Elizabeth said, “and I ached to become a real woman.”

[image: Elizabeth and Todd were blessed with a daughter, Liza, born August 6, 1957.]

Elizabeth and Todd were blessed with a daughter, Liza, born August 6, 1957.

[image: Elizabeth’s short but idyllic period with Todd ended with his death in a plane crash in March 1958. She attended the funeral in Chicago with her brother, Howard.]

Elizabeth’s short but idyllic period with Todd ended with his death in a plane crash in March 1958. She attended the funeral in Chicago with her brother, Howard.

[image: Todd and Elizabeth were good friends with actress Debbie Reynolds and her husband, singer Eddie Fisher. Elizabeth’s coupling with Fisher following Todd’s death erupted in the Liz-Eddie-Debbie Scandal. She was called a home wrecker in the press, irate citizens picketed Fisher’s shows in Las Vegas, and NBC opted to cancel his television show.]

Todd and Elizabeth were good friends with actress Debbie Reynolds and her husband, singer Eddie Fisher. Elizabeth’s coupling with Fisher following Todd’s death erupted in the Liz-Eddie-Debbie Scandal. She was called a home wrecker in the press, irate citizens picketed Fisher’s shows in Las Vegas, and NBC opted to cancel his television show.

[image: In the midst of her despair over Todd’s death, Elizabeth was making Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. The movie turned out to be one of her greatest. Splashed on the covers of magazines, she was one of the most famous women in the world and would remain so for the next five decades.]

In the midst of her despair over Todd’s death, Elizabeth was making Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. The movie turned out to be one of her greatest. Splashed on the covers of magazines, she was one of the most famous women in the world and would remain so for the next five decades.

[image: Elizabeth and Fisher were married in Las Vegas in May 1959. The same year she converted from the Christian Science faith to Judaism, not for either of her Jewish husbands, Mike Todd or Fisher, as is often thought, but because, in her words, “I needed, after Mike’s death, some sort of very strong faith to keep me alive. Something to hang on to—and I didn’t find it in Christian Science. And I wanted to be close to Mike. So I studied Judaism for a year after his death and then converted.”]

Elizabeth and Fisher were married in Las Vegas in May 1959. The same year she converted from the Christian Science faith to Judaism, not for either of her Jewish husbands, Mike Todd or Fisher, as is often thought, but because, in her words, “I needed, after Mike’s death, some sort of very strong faith to keep me alive. Something to hang on to—and I didn’t find it in Christian Science. And I wanted to be close to Mike. So I studied Judaism for a year after his death and then converted.”

[image: Elizabeth and Eddie Fisher, after her return from London, 1961.]

Elizabeth and Eddie Fisher, after her return from London, 1961.

[image: Fisher saw her through a near-death bout with double pneumonia in England, where she was to film Cleopatra. When she returned to Los Angeles on the mend they attended a Cedars-Sinai Hospital charity dinner, where this shot of the couple was taken. The ordeal she had been through endeared Elizabeth to the public once again—and many, including Elizabeth, felt cinched her the Academy Award win as Best Actress for BUtterfield 8.]

Fisher saw her through a near-death bout with double pneumonia in England, where she was to film Cleopatra. When she returned to Los Angeles on the mend they attended a Cedars-Sinai Hospital charity dinner, where this shot of the couple was taken. The ordeal she had been through endeared Elizabeth to the public once again—and many, including Elizabeth, felt cinched her the Academy Award win as Best Actress for BUtterfield 8.

[image: The only love affair in Hollywood more notorious than that between Elizabeth and Eddie Fisher was the one between Elizabeth and Richard Burton when it first began, during the making of Cleopatra in 1962. They fell in love on the set and could not hide it, so soon the entire world knew. “I try not to live a lie,” Elizabeth said, “I’m a human being, and I do make mistakes like all human beings. I can’t be that hypocritical to protect my public.” One of the great romances of the century was sealed with their marriage on March 15, 1964. They would later adopt a girl, Maria Burton.]

The only love affair in Hollywood more notorious than that between Elizabeth and Eddie Fisher was the one between Elizabeth and Richard Burton when it first began, during the making of Cleopatra in 1962. They fell in love on the set and could not hide it, so soon the entire world knew. “I try not to live a lie,” Elizabeth said, “I’m a human being, and I do make mistakes like all human beings. I can’t be that hypocritical to protect my public.” One of the great romances of the century was sealed with their marriage on March 15, 1964. They would later adopt a girl, Maria Burton.

[image: Elizabeth and Burton were inseparable through all the years of their marriage. They made eleven films together, and when not working in tandem they were making appearances on the sets of each other’s films. Here she joins a conference between Burton and director John Huston on the set of their film, The Night of the Iguana.]

Elizabeth and Burton were inseparable through all the years of their marriage. They made eleven films together, and when not working in tandem they were making appearances on the sets of each other’s films. Here she joins a conference between Burton and director John Huston on the set of their film, The Night of the Iguana.

[image: A snapshot following Elizabeth and Burton’s benefit performance of poetry readings at the Lunt-Fontanne Theatre in June 1964.]

A snapshot following Elizabeth and Burton’s benefit performance of poetry readings at the Lunt-Fontanne Theatre in June 1964.

[image: As a presenter at the Academy Awards in 1970. Prominently displayed on her décolletage is the sixty-nine carat Taylor-Burton Diamond. Burton bought the necklace for $1.1 million, saying, “I wanted that diamond because it is incomparably lovely. And it should be on the loveliest woman in the world.”]

As a presenter at the Academy Awards in 1970. Prominently displayed on her décolletage is the sixty-nine carat Taylor-Burton Diamond. Burton bought the necklace for $1.1 million, saying, “I wanted that diamond because it is incomparably lovely. And it should be on the loveliest woman in the world.”

[image: The Burtons, the most famous couple in the world, appeared on Here’s Lucy in 1970 with the most famous comedienne in the world, Lucille Ball. The crux of the show’s story line was Elizabeth’s thirty-three carat Krupp Diamond, given to her by Burton.]

The Burtons, the most famous couple in the world, appeared on Here’s Lucy in 1970 with the most famous comedienne in the world, Lucille Ball. The crux of the show’s story line was Elizabeth’s thirty-three carat Krupp Diamond, given to her by Burton.

[image: On the cover of a magazine at the time of her seventeen-year-old son Michael’s marriage to his first wife, Beth Clutter, in 1970. Elizabeth maintained close relationships with all of her children throughout her life (as well as with several stepchildren and grandchildren).]

On the cover of a magazine at the time of her seventeen-year-old son Michael’s marriage to his first wife, Beth Clutter, in 1970. Elizabeth maintained close relationships with all of her children throughout her life (as well as with several stepchildren and grandchildren).

[image: Richard Burton and Elizabeth were divorced and then remarried in 1975. Their reunion in wedlock was officiated by Abrose Masalila of the Botswana civil court in Chobe National Game Park. She wore a dress that had been given to her by Burton’s beloved late brother, Ifor. Their second marriage lasted just a few months. They never seemed able to explain why their marriage did not work. Elizabeth once said, “Maybe we have loved each other too much. I never believed such a thing was possible.” Their relationship was undeniably passionate. Burton wrote in his diary in 1968: “I have been inordinately lucky all my life, but the greatest luck of all has been Elizabeth. She has turned me into a moral man but not a prig, she is a wildly exciting lover-mistress, she is shy and witty, she is nobody’s fool, she is a brilliant actress, she is beautiful beyond the dreams of pornography, she can be arrogant and willful, she is clement and loving. . . . she is an ache in the stomach when I am away from her, and she loves me! And I’ll love her till I die.”]
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Richard Burton and Elizabeth were divorced and then remarried in 1975. Their reunion in wedlock was officiated by Abrose Masalila of the Botswana civil court in Chobe National Game Park. She wore a dress that had been given to her by Burton’s beloved late brother, Ifor. Their second marriage lasted just a few months. They never seemed able to explain why their marriage did not work. Elizabeth once said, “Maybe we have loved each other too much. I never believed such a thing was possible.” Their relationship was undeniably passionate. Burton wrote in his diary in 1968: “I have been inordinately lucky all my life, but the greatest luck of all has been Elizabeth. She has turned me into a moral man but not a prig, she is a wildly exciting lover-mistress, she is shy and witty, she is nobody’s fool, she is a brilliant actress, she is beautiful beyond the dreams of pornography, she can be arrogant and willful, she is clement and loving. . . . she is an ache in the stomach when I am away from her, and she loves me! And I’ll love her till I die.”

[image: Elizabeth’s seventh marriage was to Republican politician and about-to-be senator for the state of Virginia, John Warner, with whom she is pictured at center. Along with them are Michael Wilding, Jr., her daughter Liza, his daughter Mary, her grandchild Naomi Wilding, and daughter-in-law Jo Wilding.]

Elizabeth’s seventh marriage was to Republican politician and about-to-be senator for the state of Virginia, John Warner, with whom she is pictured at center. Along with them are Michael Wilding, Jr., her daughter Liza, his daughter Mary, her grandchild Naomi Wilding, and daughter-in-law Jo Wilding.

[image: John Warner successfully campaigned and was elected senator of the state of Virginia. Elizabeth was a devoted politician’s wife for a time, bringing her in contact with a new stratum of well-known names outside of Hollywood and the European jet set. Here in 1980, she meets then GOP presidential candidate Ronald Reagan and wife, Nancy, and Virginia governor John Dalton (second from left).]

John Warner successfully campaigned and was elected senator of the state of Virginia. Elizabeth was a devoted politician’s wife for a time, bringing her in contact with a new stratum of well-known names outside of Hollywood and the European jet set. Here in 1980, she meets then GOP presidential candidate Ronald Reagan and wife, Nancy, and Virginia governor John Dalton (second from left).

[image: After decades of success on the screen, Elizabeth made a triumphant Broadway debut in The Little Foxes in 1981.]

After decades of success on the screen, Elizabeth made a triumphant Broadway debut in The Little Foxes in 1981.

[image: Playing tourist at the Great Wall of China with Mexican lawyer Victor Gonzalez Luna, to whom she became engaged in 1983. The romance ostensibly ended amid her despair following the death of Richard Burton in 1984.]

Playing tourist at the Great Wall of China with Mexican lawyer Victor Gonzalez Luna, to whom she became engaged in 1983. The romance ostensibly ended amid her despair following the death of Richard Burton in 1984.

[image: Elizabeth’s boyfriend in 1988, George Hamilton.]

Elizabeth’s boyfriend in 1988, George Hamilton.

[image: Sara Taylor lived to be ninety-nine years old, well cared for all the while through the aid of Elizabeth. She attended a tribute to her daughter at Lincoln in 1988.]

Sara Taylor lived to be ninety-nine years old, well cared for all the while through the aid of Elizabeth. She attended a tribute to her daughter at Lincoln in 1988.

[image: In addition to unqualified success in movies, theater, and humanitarian work, Elizabeth launched a line of best-selling fragrances, including Black Pearls, which debuted in 1996.]

In addition to unqualified success in movies, theater, and humanitarian work, Elizabeth launched a line of best-selling fragrances, including Black Pearls, which debuted in 1996.

[image: Elizabeth met her last husband, Larry Fortensky, during a stay at the Betty Ford Center in 1988 and married him in 1991.]

Elizabeth met her last husband, Larry Fortensky, during a stay at the Betty Ford Center in 1988 and married him in 1991.

[image: An Elizabeth Taylor AIDS Foundation benefit. The cause of fighting AIDS was one of the most important aspects of Elizabeth’s entire life.]

An Elizabeth Taylor AIDS Foundation benefit. The cause of fighting AIDS was one of the most important aspects of Elizabeth’s entire life.

[image: Larry Fortensky was Elizabeth’s last husband. They divorced in 1996.]

Larry Fortensky was Elizabeth’s last husband. They divorced in 1996.

[image: Elizabeth and one of her best friends, Michael Jackson.]

Elizabeth and one of her best friends, Michael Jackson.

[image: As ever, decorated with an enviable adornment, the day she received the honor of being named Dame by Queen Elizabeth in 1999.]

As ever, decorated with an enviable adornment, the day she received the honor of being named Dame by Queen Elizabeth in 1999.

[image: Elizabeth was awarded an Academy Fellowship from the British Academy in 1999.]

Elizabeth was awarded an Academy Fellowship from the British Academy in 1999.

[image: In 2002, Elizabeth achieved the highest recognition in the United States given to a performer, the Kennedy Center Honors, given for a lifetime of contributions to American culture. President George W. Bush and First Lady Laura Bush pose with Elizabeth and her fellow honorees: James Earl Jones, Chita Rivera, Paul Simon, and James Levine.]

In 2002, Elizabeth achieved the highest recognition in the United States given to a performer, the Kennedy Center Honors, given for a lifetime of contributions to American culture. President George W. Bush and First Lady Laura Bush pose with Elizabeth and her fellow honorees: James Earl Jones, Chita Rivera, Paul Simon, and James Levine.





Elizabeth passed away on March 23, 2011 of congestive heart failure. In her room at Cedars-Sinai Hospital she was comfortable and peacefully surrounded by those most important to her: her children. After she had survived numerous grave illnesses, the world was shocked to lose Elizabeth Taylor. Her final service was held the following day at Forest Lawn Cemetery. She had left instructions that the service must begin fifteen minutes behind schedule, so she would “be late for the last bloody judgment,” as Richard Burton used to tell her she would most certainly be. Even beyond the grave, after a lifetime of triumphant highs and heartbreaking lows, Elizabeth never lost her sense of humor.
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Ken Goldsmith (producer); Harold Young (director); Robert B. Hunt, Barbara Weisberg (screenplay), based on story by Robert B. Hunt; John W. Boyle (photography); H. J. Salter (music); Jack Otterson, Martin Obzina (art directors); R. A. Gausman (set decorations); Bernard B. Brown, Charles Carroll (sound); Maurice Wright (editor); Vera West (costumes)

RELEASE DATE: June 26, 1942

RUN TIME: 60 minutes, black and white



[image: As Gloria Twine]

As Gloria Twine

SUMMARY: Pudding maker Lemuel P. Twine is an unlikely candidate for mayor, backed by crooked local businessman Lester Cadwalader, who is the one really pulling the strings behind the mayoral race. Twine suddenly gains enormous popularity (and campaign funding) through the success of his patented pudding, which is packed with “essential” Vitamin Z. Cadwalader, now fearful of Twine’s power, turns on him and embarks on a smear campaign to discredit Twine along with his pudding. But through the support of his family—and a ringing musical endorsement from the youngest Twines (Elizabeth Taylor and Carl Switzer)—the pudding king ends up victorious.

notes

WHILE CROSSING OVER FROM ENGLAND, HOME TO AMERICA to escape the perils of Europe on the brink of war in 1939, Elizabeth and her mother, Sara, were treated onboard ship to a screening of the latest Shirley Temple film, The Little Princess. According to her mother, seeing the pint-sized princess of cinema in her first Technicolor feature, and in a story set in the England so recently lost to them, made a powerful impression on her little refugee daughter. The film’s influence on Sara Taylor was greater still, fanning the flames of her own desire: For the former stage actress, seeing Elizabeth in a career in the performing arts seemed not to be a far-fetched dream. With a final destination of Los Angeles, where Elizabeth’s father, Francis Taylor, was to run an art gallery owned by his brother, the Taylors were headed in the right direction to see their own little princess up on the big screen.

[image: Elizabeth played the bratty daughter of the Twine family (pictured here) in There’s One Born Every Minute.]

Elizabeth played the bratty daughter of the Twine family (pictured here) in There’s One Born Every Minute.


“The kid has nothing. Her eyes are too old. She doesn’t have the face of a kid.”

— UNIVERSAL STUDIOS CASTING DIRECTOR




Playing a smart-mouthed little girl, she clowned with Carl Switzer and sang a little campaign-song duet with him.



Living in Pasadena and then Pacific Palisades put the Taylors in close proximity to the film community and, primarily through Francis’s gallery at the Beverly Hills Hotel, Sara made some important friends—one being the fiancée of John Cheever Cowdin, the chairman of Universal Pictures. When she and Cowdin visited the Taylors, the movie mogul was impressed by little Elizabeth’s poise and beauty, and through him she landed her first film contract at Universal.

At the age of nine, Elizabeth made her screen debut in There’s One Born Every Minute. Politics met pudding in this zany low-budget comedy, which was originally called Man or Mouse. Playing a smart-mouthed little girl, she clowned with Carl Switzer (formerly of Our Gang fame as the beloved Alfalfa) and sang a little campaign-song duet with him. The comic number showed off the tuneful, if untrained, singing abilities that Elizabeth possessed as a child. Her voice certainly had volume, and Sara hoped it could develop to a degree that would boost her career. Universal even touted Elizabeth in the trades as a singer and dancer when she was first signed. She was no rival in that respect, however, for the studio’s resident young singing superstar, Deanna Durbin, then at the height of her fame.

Though she displayed energy and charm in her first role, the executives at Universal saw no future for Elizabeth under their aegis. Years later she recalled that casting director Dan Kelly “just didn’t like me.” Famous last words from Universal: “The kid has nothing. Her eyes are too old. She doesn’t have the face of a kid.” She did not make another film for the studio for the duration of her year-long contract. At age nine, it was on to the next job for Elizabeth.

[image: With Catherine Doucet and Carl Switzer]

With Catherine Doucet and Carl Switzer

[image: With Carl “Alfalfa” Switzer, former star of the wildly popular Our Gang short]

With Carl “Alfalfa” Switzer, former star of the wildly popular Our Gang short

[image: In England, Sara Taylor hoped to one day make a good marriage for her daughter; when the war drove the family back to America, specifically to California, she seemed destined for the movies.]

In England, Sara Taylor hoped to one day make a good marriage for her daughter; when the war drove the family back to America, specifically to California, she seemed destined for the movies.


Lassie Come Home


METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER

CAST




	Roddy McDowall
	Joe Carraclough



	Donald Crisp
	Sam Carraclough



	Dame May Whitty
	Dally



	Edmund Gwenn
	Rowlie



	Nigel Bruce
	Duke of Rudling



	Elsa Lanchester
	Mrs. Carraclough



	Elizabeth Taylor
	Priscilla



	Ben Webster
	Dan’l Fadden



	J. Patrick O’Malley
	Hynes



	Alan Napier
	Jock





CREDITS

Samuel Marx (producer); Fred M. Wilcox (director); Hugo Butler (screenplay), based on novel by Eric Knight; Leonard Smith (photography); Daniele Amfitheatrof (music); Cedric Gibbons, Paul Groesse (art directors); Edwin B. Willis, Mildred Griffiths (set decorations); Douglas Shearer (sound); Ben Lewis (editor); Jack Dawn (makeup)

RELEASE DATE: December, 1943

RUN TIME: 89 minutes, color



SUMMARY: The Carraclough family has fallen on hard times, forcing them to sell young Joe’s beloved collie, Lassie. The dog is bought by the wealthy Duke of Rudling and is soothed by the affection of the duke’s niece, Priscilla, but for Lassie there is no place like home. After being taken far away, the journey back to the Carracloughs is a treacherous one, and proves Lassie is one extraordinary animal who belongs at the side of Joe.

[image: With Nigel Bruce, who portrayed Elizabeth’s uncle in Lassie Come Home]

With Nigel Bruce, who portrayed Elizabeth’s uncle in Lassie Come Home


REVIEWS

“Oftentimes, animal pictures make the unhappy mistake of attributing almost human rationalization to simple four-footed beasts. An outstanding virtue of this picture is that it does nothing of the sort. It treats the dog as an animal whose loyalty is all the more wondrous and appealing because it is simple and free of human wile.”

—The New York Times (Bosley Crowther)

 

“Elizabeth Taylor, pretty little moppet, gives promise of fine things to come.”

—New York Daily Mirror (Lee Mortimer)



notes

IN 1942 WORLD WAR II WAS RAGING AND PART-TIME AIR-RAID wardens were on duty even in Beverly Hills. Francis Taylor was one of them, Sam Marx was another. Marx’s full-time job was as a producer at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. In the past he had worked on some of the studio’s lower-budget productions, a highlight being A Family Affair, which spun off into the enormously popular Hardy family series starring Mickey Rooney. Francis told Marx all about his beautiful, talented daughter and showed him a picture of her. Being a movie producer, it was a situation Marx had been in many times before. He agreed that Francis’s daughter was quite lovely but gently brushed him off.

Marx was currently at work on a screen adaptation of Lassie Come Home, based on the novel by Eric Knight. Set in England, the main characters included a boy, a dog, and a girl. Roddy McDowall would play the boy and a fledgling actress named Maria Flynn was set to play the girl, but the daily rushes showed that she and McDowall were not well matched because Flynn was a head taller than him. Marx needed a replacement for her in a hurry and asked the studio casting department to send over the girls that had been signed up for a recent film with an English setting, Mrs. Miniver. He also remembered Francis Taylor and asked him to send Elizabeth over to the studio. Marx later said that when Elizabeth arrived with her mother she was the obvious standout among the other girls. They made a screen test of her which remained memorable to Elizabeth because she was asked to act opposite a mop acting as a stand-in for Lassie. She photographed beautifully, she had the necessary English accent, and she was the perfect height for McDowall. The part was hers.

As charming as McDowall and Elizabeth were, it was the title character of Lassie Come Home who was the true star of the film. The fictional character of Lassie was made famous by a story by Eric Knight that ran in the Saturday Evening Post, and then was expanded into the novel Lassie Come Home, first published in 1940. MGM’s 1943 film was the first time Lassie made it to the big screen. It was the beginning of a major franchise; thereafter Lassie has appeared on radio, films, television, and comic books, and continues to well into the twenty-first century. In Lassie Come Home the female collie was portrayed by a supremely talented male collie named Pal. Pal assumed the “stage name” of Lassie and played the character onscreen into the mid-’50s, when one of his sons began starring in the television series. It remained a family business; Lassie has always been portrayed by descendents of Pal.

Production began on Lassie Come Home in September 1942. Elizabeth immediately took to both Pal and Roddy McDowall. Like Elizabeth, McDowall was a refugee from war-weary England. Four years older than Elizabeth, he had already appeared in over twenty films, the most notable being the Best Picture of 1941, How Green Was My Valley. Speaking in 1974, costar Donald Crisp remembered McDowall and Elizabeth as “the nicest little kids you’d ever want to meet. They were always on time and worked like little professionals.” The two became best friends on the set and remained so until his death in 1998.

Recalling his first impression of Elizabeth, McDowall said, “She was so rapturously beautiful a little girl that you couldn’t believe it.” Her looks, even as a child, caught people by surprise. After shooting her first scene in Lassie Come Home, cameraman Leonard Smith asked Elizabeth to remove her false eyelashes and was astonished to learn she was not wearing any. Shot in Technicolor, Elizabeth’s dark hair and blue-violet eyes were striking. Her salary for the film was $150 less than her canine costar, but MGM recognized her star quality and signed Elizabeth to a one-year contract.


“She was so rapturously beautiful a little girl that you couldn’t believe it.”

— RODDY MCDOWALL



MGM in those days was the most prestigious studio in Hollywood. It boasted of having “more stars than there are in the heavens,” and it spent lavishly on productions showcasing those stars, who then included Judy Garland, Lana Turner, James Stewart, Greer Garson, Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, Clark Gable, and Hedy Lamarr. At the time, it was a coup for Elizabeth to have landed at MGM of all studios, and she would be in good company.

[image: MGM studio portrait]
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[image: Elizabeth was MGM’s newest contract player in the fall of 1942.]

Elizabeth was MGM’s newest contract player in the fall of 1942.


Jane Eyre


TWENTIETH CENTURY FOX

CAST




	Orson Welles
	Edward Rochester



	Joan Fontaine
	Jane Eyre



	Margaret O’Brien
	Adele Varens



	Peggy Ann Garner
	Jane Eyre (as a child)



	John Sutton
	Dr. Rivers



	Sara Allgood
	Bessie



	Henry Daniell
	Henry Brocklehurst



	Agnes Moorehead
	Mrs. Reed



	Aubrey Mather
	Colonel Dent



	Elizabeth Taylor
	Helen





CREDITS

William Goetz (executive producer); Robert Stevenson (director); Aldous Huxley, Robert Stevenson, John Houseman (screenplay), based on novel by Charlotte Brontë; George Barnes (photography); Bernard Herrmann (music); William Pereira (production designer); James Basevi, Wiard B. Ihnen (art directors); Thomas Little, Ross Dowd (set decorations); W. D. Flick, Roger Heman (sound); Walter Thompson (editor); Guy Pearce (makeup)

RELEASE DATE: April 7, 1944

RUN TIME: 97 minutes, black and white



SUMMARY: Traumatic years growing up in an orphanage form a meek, soft-spoken Jane Eyre into adulthood. Jane takes a position as governess at Thornfield Hall, the home of Edward Rochester, where she finds joy in Adele, her beautiful young charge. Jane also falls deeply in love with Mr. Rochester, whose tormented soul is both frightening and mystifying. Jane’s gentle manner wins his love in return, but their future happiness may be impossible because of the mystery in the tower of Thornfield, where Mr. Rochester’s wife, a raving lunatic, is kept locked away. The shocking revelations and ensuing drama test Jane’s spirit and the power of her and Mr. Rochester’s love.

[image: With Peggy Ann Garner, Elizabeth created pivotal early drama in Jane Eyre.]

With Peggy Ann Garner, Elizabeth created pivotal early drama in Jane Eyre.

notes

CHARLOTTE BRONTË’S CLASSIC NOVEL JANE EYRE, FIRST published in England in 1847, served as inspiration for many a film, stage production, and television series over the years. In 1943, the last Hollywood attempt at the story was from the poverty-row studio Monogram, starring Virginia Bruce and Colin Clive. Nine years had passed since that low-budget feature and Twentieth Century Fox planned on mounting the definitive Hollywood edition of the story, starring Academy Award-winning actress Joan Fontaine and the most controversial filmmaker in Hollywood: Orson Welles.

Welles was only two years removed from Citizen Kane, the landmark film that earned him as many enemies in the industry as it did admirers. His detractors notwithstanding, no one could deny the revolutionary cinematic talent he displayed in his debut film and its follow-up, The Magnificent Ambersons. Welles, top-billed above Jane herself, took the reigns behind the scenes of Jane Eyre to the point where he was offered a producer credit, which he turned down. The talent of director Robert Stevenson, who went on to have a long and successful career in films, was not to be dismissed, but in film circles in years to come Welles was widely the one credited with bringing the brooding, moody quality of Charlotte Brontë’s novel to the screen. Welles was on a winning streak at the moment. Shortly after production he married the Love Goddess of Hollywood, Rita Hayworth.

The Gothic atmosphere of Jane Eyre was enhanced by Joan Fontaine, who reminded audiences of her great performance in Alfred Hitchcock’s Rebecca. Three other girls made an impression in the movie: Peggy Ann Garner as the young Jane, Margaret O’Brien as the French-accented Adele, and eleven-year-old Elizabeth Taylor. MGM loaned Elizabeth out to Fox to play Helen, the impossibly lovely childhood friend of Jane. For the rest of her life Elizabeth was known to befriend and take to heart underdogs and those fighting inner demons. The role of Helen in Jane Eyre brought her compassionate nature to the screen. In her first scene she descends the staircase of an exquisitely lit set like a little angel of mercy bringing comfort to the tortured Jane. The tragic Helen, battling a persistent cough, dies of a severe cold, and Elizabeth would suffer with similar symptoms for the rest of her life, through numerous bouts of bronchitis and pneumonia.

Helen was a small but important role, yet Fox saw fit to exclude her from billing. Elizabeth said years later that she saw it on television with her children and was disappointed to see that in the truncated version she had been cut out of the film entirely.


REVIEW

“Jane Eyre is a picture photographed and directed with an eye to mood. Its settings are desolate and terrifying, with photography to match. Often the film is reminiscent of Rebecca and often of Wuthering Heights. It is a picture to please those who enjoy the desperate, melodramatic love stories of the sisters Brontë.”

—New York Sun (Eileen Creelman)



[image: With John Sutton. In Elizabeth’s first onscreen death, her star quality shone through.]

With John Sutton. In Elizabeth’s first onscreen death, her star quality shone through.

[image: She played a lovely little girl whose hair sits “in one mass of curls” to the dismay of the headmaster of Lowood Orphanage. The cruel headmaster promptly lops the offending hair off with scissors, to the horror of her friend Jane Eyre.]

She played a lovely little girl whose hair sits “in one mass of curls” to the dismay of the headmaster of Lowood Orphanage. The cruel headmaster promptly lops the offending hair off with scissors, to the horror of her friend Jane Eyre.


The White Cliffs of Dover


METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER

CAST




	Irene Dunne
	Susan Dunn



	Alan Marshal
	Sir John Ashwood



	Roddy McDowall
	John Ashwood II (as a boy)



	Frank Morgan
	Hiram Porter Dunn



	Van Johnson
	Sam Bennett



	C. Aubrey Smith
	Colonel Walter Forsythe



	Dame May Whitty
	Nanny



	Peter Lawford
	John Ashwood II (as a young man)



	John Warburton
	Reggie Ashwood



	Elizabeth Taylor
	Betsy Kenney (at age ten)





CREDITS

Clarence Brown, Sidney Franklin (producers); Clarence Brown (director); Claudine West, Jan Lustig, George Froeschel (screenplay), based on poem by Alice Duer Miller; Robert Nathan (additional poetry); George Folsey (photography); Herbert Stothart (music); Cedric Gibbons, Randall Duell (art directors); Edwin B. Willis, Jacques Mersereau (set decorations); Douglas Shearer (sound); Robert J. Kern (editor); Irene, Gile Steele (costumes); Jack Dawn (makeup)

RELEASE DATE: June 19, 1944

RUN TIME: 126 minutes, black and white



[image: A tender moment between Elizabeth and Roddy McDowall in The White Cliffs of Dover. She once said, “Genuine friends are the rarest of all in Hollywood.” For the rest of their lives Elizabeth and McDowall fit that bill for each other.]

A tender moment between Elizabeth and Roddy McDowall in The White Cliffs of Dover. She once said, “Genuine friends are the rarest of all in Hollywood.” For the rest of their lives Elizabeth and McDowall fit that bill for each other.

SUMMARY: In World War I–era England, American girl Susan Dunn falls in love and marries English nobleman John Ashwood. Their idyllic world is torn apart by the ravages of war and John is killed in action. Susan honors his memory by remaining in England to raise their son, John II. Two decades later, World War II calls John, Jr. to action. The courageous Susan does her part by becoming a nurse near the front. Her worst fears are realized when she finds herself caring for her own mortally wounded son.

notes

IN 1943 WORLD WAR II WAS STILL RAGING AND AT A RAPID rate Hollywood was producing films that celebrated, brought attention to, or otherwise paid homage to United States allies. Some were escapist fare set in exotic locales and some faced the war head-on and honored servicemen and women stateside and abroad. Films such as Mrs. Miniver (Best Picture of 1942) and Tonight and Every Night (a musical drama starring Rita Hayworth), saluted the British allies. The White Cliffs of Dover captured a similar need in the market, pure soap opera but with a heartfelt story that audiences wanted to hear in that era. The film showed a profit of more than $4 million and Louis B. Mayer was so proud of it that he named it MGM’s official twentieth-anniversary film.

The White Cliffs of Dover was based on a poem of the same name by Alice Duer Miller. Actor Ronald Colman held the film rights, which he sold to director Clarence Brown. Brown, in turn, sold the rights to MGM, and himself as director in the bargain. Brown had been one of the top directors at the studio since the mid-1920s, when he began a collaboration with Greta Garbo that saw the actress through the peak of her stardom. He had also put a number of MGM’s other top female stars through their paces on the screen, including Joan Crawford, Jean Harlow, and Norma Shearer.

On his latest film in the spring of 1943, Brown had another strong lead actress in Irene Dunne and continued his association with legendary ladies by directing Elizabeth Taylor in one of her first films. They were about to be allied in a landmark movie in her career, but for the present Elizabeth already seemed to shine under his leadership. Brown had cast Roddy McDowall as the young John Ashwood II, and he shared scenes with Elizabeth. Being close friends already gave them a natural chemistry that Brown was able to capture on camera. Elizabeth played a girl with a crush on McDowall; their characters grow up to be played by June Lockhart and Peter Lawford. In a film that could be classified as a three-hanky weepie, Elizabeth and McDowall’s are among the most heartfelt and subtly sweet moments.

[image: Studio portrait of Elizabeth, c. 1943. The movie was filmed primarily between late May and September of that year.]

Studio portrait of Elizabeth, c. 1943. The movie was filmed primarily between late May and September of that year.

[image: A visit with brother Howard during the time she made The White Cliffs of Dover. Before Elizabeth, Sara Taylor tried to interest Howard in an acting career but he rebelled.]

A visit with brother Howard during the time she made The White Cliffs of Dover. Before Elizabeth, Sara Taylor tried to interest Howard in an acting career but he rebelled.


REVIEW

“That it is more episodic than dramatic is the fault of the script rather than the acting. With Irene Dunne giving an illuminating portrayal of an American woman who marries a Britisher, the film has emotional depth and significance. Since the other acting in the Sidney Franklin production is above reproach, it has all the fascination of an upper-bracket tear-jerker. But it skips so blithely through thirty years of ominous history that it wastes the power of its central theme.”

—New York Herald Tribune (Howard Barnes)




National Velvet


METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER

CAST




	Mickey Rooney
	Mike “Mi” Taylor



	Donald Crisp
	Mr. Brown



	Elizabeth Taylor
	Velvet Brown



	Anne Revere
	Mrs. Brown



	Angela Lansbury
	Edwina Brown



	Jackie Jenkins
	Donald Brown



	Juanita Quigley
	Malvolia Brown



	Arthur Treacher
	race patron



	Reginald Owen
	Farmer Ede



	Norma Varden
	Miss Sims





CREDITS

Pandro S. Berman (producer); Clarence Brown (director); Theodore Reeves, Helen Deutsch (screenplay), based on novel by Enid Bagnold; Leonard Smith (photography); Herbert Stothart (music); Cedric Gibbons, Urie McCleary (art directors); Edwin B. Willis, Mildred Griffiths (set decorations); Douglas Shearer (sound); Joseph Boyle (assistant director); Robert J. Kern (editor); Irene, Kay Dean, Valles (costumes); Jack Dawn (makeup)

RELEASE DATE: January 26, 1945

RUN TIME: 123 minutes, color



[image: As Velvet Brown]

As Velvet Brown

SUMMARY: An accident that prevents Mi Taylor from continuing his career turns the ex-jockey into a shiftless wanderer. He turns up at the country home of the Brown family and there meets Velvet, a young girl determined to enter her horse, the Pie, in the Grand National Sweepstakes. Taming the Pie’s wild ways and preparing him for the big race gives Mi new purpose in life. Velvet masquerades as a boy to ride the Pie in the big race herself. The journey to the finish line in the Grand Nationals is a bumpy and at times dangerous one, but Mi, Velvet, and the Pie prove to be a winning triumvirate.

[image: Jackie Jenkins, Mickey Rooney, and Elizabeth]

Jackie Jenkins, Mickey Rooney, and Elizabeth

notes

ELIZABETH TAYLOR ONCE SAID, “WHEN I WAS A LITTLE KID I wanted to grow up and get married and have a house with a white picket fence and six children and one maid and lots of dogs, cats, horses, and cows.” What she got in 1943 was a prized movie role, a studio contract, and mostly importantly for her at the time—that horse.

Enid Bagnold’s 1935 novel National Velvet was Elizabeth’s favorite as a child, so when she and her mother, Sara, learned that MGM was planning to adapt it for the big screen, they set out to make the starring role hers. The little heroine of Bagnold’s story was a spirited one and perfectly suited Elizabeth, but producer Pandro Berman thought her physically too small. He considered casting an older teen in the part. As the story goes, eleven-year-old Elizabeth hit a fortuitously timed growth spurt that added might to her small frame and three inches to her height in just four months. Berman and director Clarence Brown were satisfied and Elizabeth happily took to the saddle for her first iconic screen characterization.


Enid Bagnold’s 1935 novel National Velvet was Elizabeth’s favorite as a child.



Besides capturing the essence of Velvet Brown, Elizabeth was an ideal choice for the role because of her experience with horses. Her affinity for equines dated back to her childhood in England where, Sara Taylor said, “That’s all she ever wanted to do—ride horses.” Elizabeth had strong riding skills but she had never encountered a “total renegade” such as the animal that played the Pie onscreen. During filming it once lunged forward and threw Elizabeth to the ground. The accident resulted in a spinal injury that exacerbated her preexisting scoliosis. Back pain would plague Elizabeth for the rest of her life and eventually put her in a wheelchair decades later, but for the present she mustered her strength and got back in the saddle, too devoted to the role to even think of giving it up. No one else could manage the horse, so the studio gave it to Elizabeth as a birthday gift.

National Velvet director Clarence Brown had a history of making great films with MGM screen icons, especially the ladies. His alliance with young Elizabeth in their second film venture added another stellar credit to his name. Sara Taylor was known to occasionally direct her young daughter with hand signals from off camera, but her presence did not diminish Brown’s duties. He brought out an endearing, high-spirited performance from Elizabeth that showed all the charm of a girl frantic to please her mother (played to perfection onscreen by Anne Revere) and driven to achieve big dreams. Both aspects of the characterization were a mirror into Elizabeth’s own world.

[image: Test shots show costumes and hairstyles considered appropriate for the character of Velvet.]
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Test shots show costumes and hairstyles considered appropriate for the character of Velvet.


No one else could manage the horse, so the studio gave it to Elizabeth as a birthday gift.



[image: With director Clarence Brown. The horse in the film was a birthday gift for Elizabeth, who said, “They gave him to me because no one else could ride him.”]

With director Clarence Brown. The horse in the film was a birthday gift for Elizabeth, who said, “They gave him to me because no one else could ride him.”

[image: “I sometimes think I prefer animals to people. And I was lucky. My first leading men were dogs and horses.”]

“I sometimes think I prefer animals to people. And I was lucky. My first leading men were dogs and horses.”

[image: Elizabeth, one of the studio’s newest contract players, dines in the studio commissary. Actor Darryl Hickman sits beside her.]

Elizabeth, one of the studio’s newest contract players, dines in the studio commissary. Actor Darryl Hickman sits beside her.

Besides Elizabeth, Brown had superstar Mickey Rooney in the cast of National Velvet. The lasting impression is that it is an Elizabeth Taylor movie, but her costar really drove the box office in the mid-1940s. The dynamic Rooney was at the peak of his career as costar of a series of lively musicals with Judy Garland, and as the leading player of the lucrative Hardy family films. Known as a larger-than-life personality, Rooney was generous in sharing the star spotlight with Elizabeth in National Velvet, and utterly impressed by her talents. He remembered her as a “marvelous” young professional who required only one or two takes when the cameras were rolling.

National Velvet was made between January and June 1944, and was in theaters by January of the following year. It was great family fodder that brought in over $4 million at the box office in 1945. The movie was also big at the Academy Awards in 1946. Anne Revere won the Oscar for Best Supporting Actress. The film also took home the award for Best Editing and earned nominations for Best Art Direction, Best Cinematography, and Best Director.

[image: Mickey Rooney, Elizabeth, and Anne Revere. Elizabeth’s rapport with her onscreen mother was vital in the film.]

Mickey Rooney, Elizabeth, and Anne Revere. Elizabeth’s rapport with her onscreen mother was vital in the film.


Known as a larger-than-life personality, Rooney was generous in sharing the star spotlight with Elizabeth in National Velvet, and utterly impressed by her talents.



Though not nominated for any Oscars, Elizabeth was recognized as an essential part of the film’s success too, meaning a new, long-term contract with MGM was in order. Signing the deal was the start of a tumultuous relationship with the studio, and specifically with her boss, Louis B. Mayer, whom Elizabeth called “an absolute dictator.” They got off to a rocky start when Sara Taylor suggested Elizabeth take voice and dance lessons. Mayer did not mince words in telling Mrs. Taylor that he did not need her to tell him how to run his studio. Elizabeth, appalled by Mayer’s tone and language with her mother, stood up and told her boss, “You and your studio can both go to hell!” She walked out of his office expecting to be fired. Only she was not let go; already she was too intrinsically valuable to MGM for an argument with the boss to lead to her dismissal. Elizabeth was on her way to sixteen years at the studio that would produce a fair share of duds as well as some of the all-time classics of her career.


REVIEWS

“[Elizabeth Taylor] imparts a breathless, utterly genuine charm to the character of Velvet, and takes top acting honors in an excellent cast.”

—Liberty

 

“National Velvet should be a joy to all right-minded folks. For this fresh and delightful Metro picture, based on Enid Bagnold’s novel of some years back, tells by far the most touching story of youngsters and of animals since Lassie was coming home. . . . Mr. Brown has also drawn some excellent performances from his cast, especially from little Elizabeth Taylor, who plays the role of the horse-loving girl. Her face is alive with youthful spirit, her voice has the softness of sweet song and her whole manner in this picture is one of refreshing grace.”

—The New York Times (Bosley Crowther)

 

“Mr. Brown’s direction may account for the quietness of Mr. Rooney’s work. It is good work, anyway, an emotional part without any mugging. That beautiful child of Lassie Come Home, a dark-haired, blue-eyed girl named Elizabeth Taylor, plays the dreamy Velvet and makes her one of the screen’s most lovable characters.”

—New York Sun (Eileen Creelman)



[image: Velvet Brown masquerades as a young male jockey in order to race her beloved horse in the Grand Nationals.]

Velvet Brown masquerades as a young male jockey in order to race her beloved horse in the Grand Nationals.


Courage of Lassie


METRO-GOLDWYN-MAYER

CAST




	Elizabeth Taylor
	Kathie Merrick



	Frank Morgan
	Harry MacBain



	Tom Drake
	Sergeant Smitty



	Selena Royle
	Mrs. Merrick



	Harry Davenport
	Judge Payson



	George Cleveland
	old man



	Catherine Frances McLeod
	Alice Merrick



	Morris Ankrum
	Farmer Crews



	Mitchell Lewis
	Gil Elson



	Jane Green
	Mrs. Elson





CREDITS

Robert Sisk (producer); Fred M. Wilcox (director); Lionel Houser (screenplay); Leonard Smith (photography); Scott Bradley, Bronislau Kaper (music); Cedric Gibbons, Paul Youngblood (art directors); Edwin B. Willis, Paul Huldschinsky (set decorations); Douglas Shearer (sound); Conrad A. Nervig (editor); Irene (costumes)

RELEASE DATE: November 8, 1946

RUN TIME: 92 minutes, color



SUMMARY: A resourceful collie, born and bred in the wilderness, is accidentally shot. Young Kathie Merrick nurses the dog, which she calls Bill, back to health. Trained as a sheepdog, Bill becomes a useful addition to the family farm until an accident lands him far away from the Merricks and amidst warfare in the line of enemy fire. His instinctive cunning and courage lead him to save a platoon but the war takes a toll on Bill. He eventually makes his way back home but the vicious streak the war has given him leads to serious trouble—until Kathie and kindly neighbor Harry McBain reenter Bill’s life.

[image: Kathie has Bill trained as a sheepdog.]

Kathie has Bill trained as a sheepdog.


REVIEWS

“The principal human actors are excellent in their simple roles. Elizabeth Taylor is refreshingly natural as Lassie’s devoted owner. . . . But it is Lassie’s, or Bill’s, picture. And, despite some improbabilities in the plot, it is his ‘acting’ and the polychromatic settings which are the chief delights of the offering.”

—New York Herald Tribune (A. W.)

 

“Anyone who doesn’t like a dog picture, especially one starring Lassie, is an unqualified cad. . . . The plot of Courage of Lassie is not likely to give you pause. Neither is the acting by the bipeds. Lassie walks off with all the honors, which is as it should be.”

—The New York Times (Bosley Crowther)

 

“I hope the ASPCA can’t get me for being unkind to animal pictures when I warn other fans that it is unreal and slightly tedious. There is a great deal of scenic beauty in the Technicolor production and parts of the story are delightful and some of it touching. . . . Elizabeth Taylor, very beautiful and charmingly sincere, has the leading role as Bill’s devoted mistress.”

—New York Daily News (Wanda Hale)



[image: Elizabeth and Lassie study their script on location at Lake Chelan, Washington.]

Elizabeth and Lassie study their script on location at Lake Chelan, Washington.

[image: Preproduction work on Courage of Lassie got underway in November 1944. This test shot shows Elizabeth on the set of the Merrick family barn.]

Preproduction work on Courage of Lassie got underway in November 1944. This test shot shows Elizabeth on the set of the Merrick family barn.

notes

AFTER ELIZABETH’S GREAT TRIUMPH IN NATIONAL VELVET, her career took an unusual turn in that MGM did not immediately rush another film into theaters to capitalize on her success. She was Hollywood’s latest and greatest child star, but MGM could not decide what to do with this supposedly juvenile actress who was growing up by leaps and bounds. There was not an obvious place in movies for a girl of twelve or thirteen, whose face already possessed a mature beauty. She could not sing or dance, and musicals were the studio’s bread and butter.

As a result, an entire year and a half passed before Elizabeth’s newfound fan base got to see her again. Ultimately, MGM solved their Elizabethan dilemma, echoing National Velvet by giving her another costar from the animal kingdom. It was a dog this time, but no ordinary pup—this was Lassie once again. Now in his third film, Pal, under the stage name of Lassie, received above-the-title billing. Elizabeth was listed second and her former There’s One Born Every Minute costar, Carl Switzer, ranked considerably lower.

The film was originally called Hold High the Torch and later Blue Skies, before it was decided that any film starring Lassie needed to have his name in the title. Interestingly, in the movie they decided to call him Bill. Be it Pal, Lassie, or Bill though, Elizabeth adored the dog and they were inseparable throughout filming, which took them on location to picturesque Lake Chelan, Washington. A friend who watched her grow up under the firm hand of a studio and a mother anxious to make Elizabeth a star observed her passion for animals and said, “I often wondered about this, and then I realized that the animals were the only ones around her who couldn’t tell her where to go, what to do, what to say.”

Elizabeth’s great affinity for animals was already well known. Part of her time between films was spent writing and illustrating the book Nibbles and Me. In it, Elizabeth provided lively anecdotes about her prized pet chipmunk, which was a fixture on the set of many of her early films. Nibbles was even planned to make a guest appearance in the woodland scenes of Courage of Lassie, but the housebroken chipmunk just seemed out of place in nature and its scenes did not make the final cut.

Elizabeth’s own appearance in the Technicolor film was quite striking. Her entrance in a bare-midriff top and shorts, coupled with her rapidly maturing face and physique, made her appear older than she does throughout the rest of the film. While Lassie got far more screen time, Elizabeth made a memorable impression.

[image: Elizabeth’s love of animals became famous at an early age, especially after she published Nibbles and Me, a story about her pet chipmunk.]

Elizabeth’s love of animals became famous at an early age, especially after she published Nibbles and Me, a story about her pet chipmunk.

[image: Elizabeth’s saucy charm and striking looks shown through from the time she was in her early teens.]

Elizabeth’s saucy charm and striking looks shown through from the time she was in her early teens.

[image: These shots show new MGM star Elizabeth about the time she made Courage of Lassie. Such photos attempted to show fans that she was just an ordinary girl between films—which she was. Playing with her animals, sewing, taking school lessons (with actress Shirley Johns), and creating art, were but a few of the activities that occupied her time between movies.]
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These shots show new MGM star Elizabeth about the time she made Courage of Lassie. Such photos attempted to show fans that she was just an ordinary girl between films—which she was. Playing with her animals, sewing, taking school lessons (with actress Shirley Johns), and creating art, were but a few of the activities that occupied her time between movies.
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